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  In loving memory of my brother Con Phelan

  To Patricia, Joseph and Michael with love

  and

  To the men of my hometown of Mountmellick who were in uniform during World War I:
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      	Patrick Dempsey
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      	Samuel Pim
    

    
      	Michael Duggan
      	Thomas Lalor
      	Edward Reddin
    

    
      	Michael O’Connell
      	William Lalor
      	“The Gong” Ryan
    

    
      	Thomas Dunne
      	George McGee
      	Christopher Shea
    

    
      	William Dunne
      	Patrick McGee
      	Victor Smith
    

    
      	Patrick Fallon
      	Joe Molloy
      	John Staunton
    

    
      	Thomas Fallon
      	Seamus Farrell
      	Oliver Moran and hundreds of others unknown to me
    

  


  Author’s Note

  For readers who are unfamiliar with the Irish vernacular, a glossary is provided at the back of the book.


  GOING AWAY


  Missus Fitzpatrick

  Matthias and Con were still in nappies. They’d be standing there staring across the Canal at each other, each with the tip of a finger against his bottom lip. Maybe they thought they were looking in a looking-glass, each seeing himself on the far bank thirty feet away, neither one saying a word. They could have been twins.

  I suppose lads that young don’t know what to say, don’t even know yet how to call each other names.

  Then one summer I was going along the bank to Missus Conway’s, and I declare, three of them were out: Con and his little sister, Kitty, on the far side, and Matthias on this side, and it only eight o’clock in the morning. About a year after the girl’s appearance, I heard that singy-songy thing of theirs for the first time. The minute I’d step around the corner of the Canal Stores at the Harbour near the Windlass, there it would be on the water—My side, my side—the girl’s voice as strong as the lads’. She was every bit as cheeky as the boys. When they’d see me coming in the distance, they’d stop the singing. But at that age they didn’t know how voices carry on water, and I’d hear one of them saying, “Here’s Redfingers Fitz,” or “Here’s the old washerwoman,” or “Here’s the old one going to Conways’.” And the little girl imitating them, “Here’s doul wan.” “Here’s Redfingers going to wash Missus Conway’s dirty drawers.”

  Then, when I’d be coming home around six with Missus Conway’s shilling in my pocket and my hands red and raw, they’d still be there like they hadn’t moved all day. But, surely to God, they must have gone home to get a bite during the day, a cut of bread or a potato. And I always heard them before I saw them. I’d still be at the Dakeydocks when the ghosty song would come rippling along the top of the water, all childish stuff about how the flowers and the grass on my side are better than on your side.

  The little girl would still be out there instead of being at home with her mother, as country-looking as the two lads in her boots and poor excuse for a dress. But her hair was always as neat as a pin and her face shiny as an apple after a rub on the wetted corner of her mother’s apron. She had the kind of eyes you’d think could see into your head; she never seemed to blink.

  I’d be afraid to let a child of mine near water of any kind by himself for fear he’d fall in. One day I said as much to Missus Wrenn, may the Lord have mercy on her soul, a terrible death she had, and she said, “Matthias knows if he gets too close the Bogeyman will stick his hand out of the water and pull him into the Canal by the shoelaces.”

  Bogeyman, my foot! And me with my own two eyes after seeing the three of them children on a hot day with their shoes off and their feet dangling in the Canal, they all trying to splash the water higher than the other. The Bogeyman never frightened them lads, and nothing at all would frighten the young one. I got to thinking she was more of a boy inside those clothes than a girl.

  “Hello, Missus Fitzpatrick,” they’d say when I was passing them, like they were little angels after falling out of a holy picture, and then of course, they’d start talking too soon after I was gone by.

  “She’s terrible fat, like an old sow,” one would say. “Did you see the red hands of her, like carrots?” “And the thick legs of her, like stumps?” “Her real name is Missus Redfingers.” The sweet voices sailed along the top of the water like snowflakes blowing on ice in wintertime. Little children say terrible funny things.

  The boys were born on the same day, Missus Ward running down the far bank to the Bridge to get to Missus Wrenn’s house on this side just after pulling out Con Hatchel. The way Missus Ward told the story, I could nearly hear Missus Hatchel popping like a bottle after the cork comes flying out; there she was with Con in her hands and he dripping all the cleanings off him and the mother still looking like a disgrace when there was a knock at the door and a child calling her to go to Missus Wrenn’s.

  “Missus Wrenn wants Missus Ward quick.”

  Missus Ward always put in the part about running down the far bank, like she was a hare or something, and she just about able to waddle like a too-fat duck. But the way she told it, you could see her tearing along the bank with her clothes and hair flying in the wind, her arms pumping her along, to cross at the Bridge. She made it sound like she went into a dive and skidded on her belly across the Wrenns’ bedroom just in time to grab Matthias before he hit the floor after shooting out of his mother.

  Then the little girl was born less than a year later—the Hatchel twins they were called, Con and Kitty, when they got to be the same size nearly. But Kitty would always say, “We’re not twins. I’m the baby,” like she was defending a title.

  I saw them getting older and bigger every Monday when I was coming and going to Missus Conway’s. And in all those years, I never once saw the three of them standing together. It was like they never found out why the Bridge was built. They spent days fishing, or skipping stones across to each other, or trotting along talking to the bargemen, but I never saw them on the same bank.

  Then, of course, there was the dreadful fire, and Matthias was put in the Workhouse, and that was the end of them. It was like some fixture that you always thought would be there was suddenly gone, nothing but a hole left. I got crippled with rheumatism the same year as the fire, and I never walked the Canal bank again.

  The washing soda Missus Conway used to buy was terrible caustic on the skin, lumpy stuff like bits of broken glass. My hands always felt as if they’d just been scalded.


  Kitty Hatchel

  School of the Poor Servants of the Holy Cross, Maryborough Entrance Examination, Part IV: English Composition

  Instructions: You must finish your composition in exactly one hour. There is a clock with a second hand over the blackboard. If you have your pen in your hand when the hour is over, you will be disqualified.

  Your composition must be about your town, or part of your town, or some aspect of your town.

  
    My name is: Katherine Ann Hatchel

    The name of my town is: Ballyrannel

    Today’s date is: 24 March 1909

    The Grand Canal at Ballyrannel

  

  They started building the Ballyrannel branch of the Grand Canal in 1827. From where it branches from the main canal to where it ends in front of the Canal Stores in the Harbour in Ballyrannel, it is six miles long. It was ready for barges in 1831.

  Each barge is sixty feet long and ten feet wide and can carry forty tons. If the load is heavier than forty tons, the bottom of the barge will get stuck on the bottom of the Canal and won’t be able to go anywhere. Boats full of cargo travel at three miles an hour.

  A horse, in a set of draughts and a singletree, pulls the barge with a rope so thick you can’t get the fingers of your two hands to meet around it. Another word for pull is “tow,” and the horse’s path beside the Canal is called the Towpath and the thick rope is called the towrope. Wherever a road crosses the Canal there is a bridge. The underside of the bridge is shaped like a half-moon made out of cut stones, and the space under the bridge is only wide enough for the barge and the Towpath. Under the bridge, the Towpath is made out of smooth stones that weigh a ton each. They are called coping stones.

  The grass on the Towpath along the Canal is always half dead from the horses’ feet, but in the narrow track between the worn path and the Canal, special plants grow because they need a lot of water. There’s yellow iris, lilac cuckooflower, pink valerian, and meadowsweet with its beautiful smell and white silky spikes. In the shallow water near the banks, deep-green delicate mare’s tails and horsetails grow. My brother Matt draws the flowers on the inside of cigarette boxes he finds on the road going to school, and my mother hangs them under the mantelpiece in the kitchen with tacks. The children pick meadowsweet and iris for the May altar with the statue of the Blessed Virgin on a white cloth.

  There are eight kinds of fish in the Canal. One of them is the eel and it wiggles like a snake. It will even keep wiggling after its head is cut off. My brother Con fried and ate an eel once, and he said it was lovely, but no one else would taste it, except for Matt. The others are bream, carp, roach, rudd, pike, perch, and tench. A pike has such a big mouth and terrible teeth it could bite off your toe. Nobody likes tench because they eat dead dogs, and when a boy catches one he won’t touch it. He cuts his fishing line and loses his hook. When a perch is pulled out, it raises its sail, and it could stab you if you were too near. Roach are gold and red. They are nice to look at, but my mother won’t eat them because they smell too fishy, and she won’t eat perch because they are full of bones as fine as the hairs on a mouse’s belly.

  Two kinds of birds live on the Canal and build their nests in the tall green reeds near the bank: swans and waterhens. Waterhens are black with very yellow-red legs and beaks. When there is something dark behind the waterhen, all you can see are the legs and the beak. Sometimes you would think waterhens are walking on the water like Jesus, but they are really walking on lilies and broken reeds and weeds. Swans can kill a person with their wings, and young swans are called cygnets and are not white. Girl swans are called pens. My father’s Uncle Martin said boy swans should be called pens and girl ones inkwells.

  Where the Canal is twenty-four feet wide it is four feet and nine inches deep. But then the bottom slopes up to the banks for another three feet on each side. So, the Canal is thirty feet wide altogether, except under the bridges.

  The water in the Canal is dead because it does not flow anywhere, and if you drink it you will die. People throw things in the Canal to get rid of them. The worse thing is to see a drowned dog floating in the Canal. My father found a drowned man once, and he said it was not as bad as looking at a drowned dog.

  One winter a man who liked to show off because he had lived in America said he could ride his bike on the Canal ice from the Harbour to the Bridge and back in ten minutes. Some men made bets. When the man got to the Bridge the ice was not so thick because it was sheltered. Himself and the bike went down through the ice, and they kept going under the water long enough to end up under the thicker ice at the far side of the Bridge. The men left standing at the Harbour were calling him an eejit behind his back. But when they saw him disappearing they ran all the way to the Bridge. They got my father’s hatchet to break the ice to make a hole to get the man, but he was dead. His neck had hit the edge of the broken ice, and his head was nearly cut off, only held on by the skin of the back. When they put him down on the bank, his head was facing one way and his body the other, and Paddy Conroy had to twist the head around the right way and rub the blood off on the seat of his own trousers. Paddy Conroy didn’t sleep for a week. They never found the man’s false teeth, and my father said a tench ate them.

  The water in the Canal is kept at a certain level by special little rivers called supplies. The Supply that flows into the Canal beyond the Bridge, but this side of the Dakeydocks, is a good place for boys to fish for perch, because the perch are always waiting there for fat worms to come floating in from the countryside. If a boy puts a worm on his hook, a perch will swallow the hook and get caught.

  The Aqueduct is where the Canal is built across the Johnnies River, but everyone calls it the Dakeydocks. Big drops are always falling from the bottom of the Aqueduct into the river. Only one girl will walk in the river under the Canal because it is so dark in there, and the boys think the Aqueduct is going to collapse any minute.

  Telephone poles march like giants along the Canal bank to Dublin. The telephone lines are attached to white delph cups on crossbars on the poles. But they only look like cups turned upside down, wide at the bottom and narrow at the top. The boys and a girl use the cups as bull’s-eyes, and every cup between the Harbour and the Dakeydocks is broken. When a stone smashes a cup, the people on the phone in Dublin hear a huge explosion that nearly deafens them. The thick pieces of delph fall down, and sometimes when a girl is walking in the grass in her bare feet she gets cut on the sharp edges. One girl had to get stitched and she had a limp for months and she nearly bled to death. She was white by the time she got to the doctor and her eyes were rolling around in her head like a saint’s.

  Boys in the summer, and some girls, put on homemade swimming togs in the bushes and jump off the coping stones under the Bridge, into the Canal. When the children were younger they wore nothing. If they were ever caught by a Canal inspector they would have to pay the judge one pound and half a crown. They make you pay the same if they catch you washing yourself in the Canal. If they catch you letting your dog swim in the Canal, or throwing him in by the scruff of the neck to drown his fleas, you have to pay the judge eleven shillings. Uncle Martin once saw a fox lowering herself, tail first, into the Canal to make all the fleas run up along her body. She had a piece of sheep’s wool in her teeth, and when all the fleas ran into the wool to save themselves from drowning, the fox let the wool float away. If a farmer takes water out of the Canal for his animals when it hasn’t rained for a long time, he will be put in jail. That’s what the Canal rules are.

  There’s a Canal Song that sounds better sung at the Canal than written down on paper, because it doesn’t rhyme like a normal song. When it is sung at the Canal and floats along the top of the water, it is lovely. Some of the words of the song are:

  
    Come to my side, come to my side

    where the sun is shining,

    where there is no rain and there is no frost.

    Come to my side, come to my side

    where the yellow cowslips are speckled red,

    where the small daisies dance in the breezy grass.

  

  The song was made up by two boys and a girl who lived fornent each other across the Canal, and the boys were born on the same day.

  When you stand on the coping stones at the Harbour, you would think a giant had made the Canal by laying down his hazel fishing rod and pressing it into the ground. The Canal as far as the Bridge is a straight line of water lying one foot below the level of the smooth green fields. In the summer there’s a necklace of flowers along the banks. Some days, when there is no wind, the water is a mirror. Then the Bridge is reflected in the water, and it becomes a stone circle with the Canal flowing through it. And the necklace is reflected too, and it all looks lovely.

  I love the Bridge with its smooth stones along the top of the wall, shaped like pan loaves, only much bigger. They are a lovely colour, nearly silver. Our Bridge is the same as all the other bridges on the Canal. There is a narrow ledge sticking out all around the wall on the side over the water. The ledge is about three inches wide and four feet from the top of the wall. Boys lower themselves down onto the ledge, and they hold on to the top of the wall with their hands while they edge their way all around the Bridge up in the air. One girl does that too. If they fell, they would fall into the water or onto the Towpath and get killed. Swallows build their nests in holes between the stones. Sometimes they fly out and frighten the ledge-walkers.

  There is a secret loose stone in the wall around the corner from the coping stones in the Towpath. Some children keep a bar of Lifeguard soap hidden behind the stone, and on Saturday nights in the summer they take off all their clothes and wash themselves under the Bridge in the dark so an inspector won’t catch them.

  I love the Grand Canal at Ballyrannel. I can swim in it. Boys and girls can fish in it. I can walk beside the boats floating by on their way from Dublin and listen to the funny way the boatmen talk. They say, “Hello Missy,” and make me laugh when they say I am as pretty as the flowers near the Towpath. I can get meadowsweet and valerian for the May altar from the Canal track. I can walk with my brothers for six miles along the bank and never have to climb over a fence. I can listen to the Canal Song all during the year. The song can be heard for miles when there is frost, and it sounds even nicer than Sheila Feeney singing Tantum Ergo during Benediction when the church is only half full, and Sheila Feeney won the silver medal for best singer a whole lot of times at the Feis.


  Missus Hatchel

  You know how it happens sometimes—you’re awake in the dark in the bed in the middle of the night on the flat of your back and you don’t know if you’ve been awake for hours or if you just came to the surface.

  One night I was staring into the pitch black, and my brain telling me our Kitty and Matthias were in love, that they had been swapping calf-glances, and even though I’d been seeing the behaviour, I hadn’t recognized it for what it was. I knew I could be excused for not noticing, what with Matthias living with us for so long, a brother to the other two, but talk about thick!

  Of course, the next day it was a glaring fact that they were behaving like sick cats when they were near each other. I had to make sure our Kitty would be all right. Here she was, a child one day and the next you’re having to worry about a young lad getting at her. God, she was a lovely-looking girl with a smart brain. But I ask you, what girl or what young lad, no matter how smart they are in the head, has much sense when it comes to the other end of the body? At that age the urges can be strong enough to make youngsters do things without a thought for the consequences. We all went through that, the girls even worse than the boys, just the same as any other animal lepping all over the place and not knowing what’s the matter with it. God help us, but it’s terrible having to think of ourselves as animals, with all of an animal’s urgings and functions. I hate to think about how much we have in common with a goat.

  “I can’t keep my hand over it all her life,” is what James said.

  “What do you mean?” I asked.

  “Isn’t that what you want me to do? Keep my hand over her bird to make sure Matthias doesn’t do a bit of plucking?” The way James talked at times!

  “Well, you could talk to Matthias without saying all that to him,” I said.

  “Couldn’t you talk to Kitty? And what am I supposed to say to Matthias? ‘If you do it to Kitty, I’ll cut them off you with a beet knife and hang them out to dry on the clothes-line’?”

  James was very funny sometimes when he was being unreasonable, and he’d go on with this quare twaddle of his—tell you what he was going to say to someone, and he knowing and I knowing he’d never talk to anyone that way. Imagine him saying that—I’ll hang them on the clothes-line to dry, just like the pig’s bladder the children hung in the chimney, blew it up to make a ball—the stink of it, just like old pig-water.

  “Your father didn’t keep his hand over yours when I started coming around,” James said, and he laughed as he went out through the kitchen door.

  “And he didn’t tell you he’d cut your things off you and hang them out to dry either.”

  “Begob, he didn’t,” James shouted back from the middle of the yard. “He told me he’d give me a cow and a calf if I married you right away and got you out from under his feet.”

  I jumped up and ran to the kitchen door. “My father never said any such thing to you,” I called, but I didn’t know whether to believe him or not.

  “When I told him we’d have to wait a year on account of Uncle Jer not dying when he was supposed to, your father offered me four cows.”

  “He did not.”

  “He did too,” James called as he disappeared around the corner of the cow house. I was never sure when James was codding me. He stepped back out from behind the cow house and said, “He told me to keep my hand over your bird and not let you push it away, because he’d noticed you lepping all over the place like a goat not knowing what was wrong with it.”

  “James!” I shouted. He went off laughing. I went in to give myself a wash and put on clean knickers, because after talk like that I knew we’d be doing it that night.

  Kitty was only seventeen, a child, and Matthias only a year older. If I’d been a man, I’d have told Matthias to be good to Kitty. That’s all James had to say to him. Matthias would have known what he was talking about. I couldn’t talk to our Kitty about anything like that beyond telling her to be a good girl. I hadn’t the words to say what I knew I should say, and I was too embarrassed to use the few words I knew.

  Con and Kitty and Matthias had blathered to each other across the Canal when they were still too young to talk. But once the words came, they got a sort of chant going between them, half singing and half talking, one repeating what the other said at first, and their little voices sailing along the top of the still water up to the Harbour and down under the Bridge past the Dakeydocks, the other children along the Canal hearing the chant and picking it up. There’s times, still, when I go into the town for the messages on a Friday, and I hear the children singing across the street to each other what our Con and Kitty and Matthias sang across the Canal. My side, my side. The fish bite better on my side, my side. Come to my side, my side. The roach are redder, the perch are bigger, on my side.

  Forever, it seems, they fished against each other on opposite banks, Kitty as good as the lads. When they weren’t fishing, they were skipping flat stones on the water. They were always looking for the perfect stone. When they found it, they could skip it right into each other’s hands as they walked along their own bank, the three of them, Kitty as good as Con and Matthias. I would see them jumping into the air and tumbling onto the grass to catch the skipped stone before it touched the ground. It was like magic, what they could do. Then, of course, the stone would get thrown wrong and sink, and the search would be on again.

  The three of them took care of the waterhens’ nests and the swans’, kept the town lads from cutting the heads off the young swallows down at the Bridge. Something happens to young lads when they get into a herd; it’s like they all lose whatever bit of sense they have and do stupid things. Cut the heads off baby swallows! Kitty used to go mad when she’d catch them, take on the toughest of the tough, and even if she lost the fight, she always won in the end because no one could make her keep her mouth shut.

  Con and Matthias walked hand in hand when they went to school that first day. Kitty was left at home not knowing what to do with herself, spent the entire long day sitting up on the Bridge waiting for them to appear at the Windlass. When she saw them, she took off like a greyhound and never heard the shouts coming out of James and myself telling her to come back.

  I think Con and Matthias became the best of friends because neither of them had a brother. After the fire, when we took Matthias home with us out of the Workhouse, the two of them couldn’t be separated. Kitty was in the middle all the time, and there was no getting rid of her even if they’d wanted to. I don’t know where she came from—not my side, for sure; maybe James had a highwayman hiding in the leaves of his family tree. On Sundays, when they got older, they were fishing all the time, or riding their bikes to football matches, or pedalling all over the country to look at castles and mountains. No place was too far for them. Con would look at a map all week and then off they’d go to Croghan Hill or Dunamase or the Windy Gap off the far side of Stradbally, even going as far as Clonmacnoise once and not getting back till eleven at night, and James and myself worried to death they’d fallen into a canal and drowned. Matthias always came home with a half-drawn picture of what they’d seen, and he’d finish it off during the week at the kitchen table, the others looking in over his shoulders telling him what he’d left out.

  “You’ve a great talent for missing what’s at the tip of your nose,” is what James says to me when I fall over the dog while I’m carrying a bucket of milk or step in a cow dung on my way to Mass on Sundays. I don’t know how long Matthias and Kitty were carrying on under my nose before I noticed them.

  Even though I was brokenhearted at the time, I was relieved, too, when the lads joined the army; the distance might let the blood flow back into their brains. It was easy to see what was going to happen next, Kitty long-legged and as giddy as a March hare, Matthias young and healthy. The bushes at the Canal, between the Bridge and the Dakeydocks, would have been too much for them.

  I don’t know whose idea it was to go in the first place—Con’s, I would think, because he was always reading about faraway places in Mister Hodgkins’s books. And maybe Lionel Hodgkins got them worked up about seeing the world while they were still young. Young fellows are more apt to do things when they have company, like bunches of young dogs rambling the countryside killing sheep. Kitty waited at the Bridge for them for years. And I can still see her tacking Matt’s drawings all over the house, reading Con’s letters over and over, making a book out of the sheets of newspaper that told about Matthias’s escapades.

  Con and Matthias. I can still see them walking along the Canal bank that day, heading for Marbra to join up, wearing their caps to the Tipperary side, the two of them off to see the world. The night of the day they went away, Kitty never came home, and James found her at two in the morning on the Bridge wall, lying flat out on her back looking up at the moon sailing through the clouds like a ship.


  Ralphie Blake

  Con and Matthias left for the army on a Thursday, the day before the first Friday of August 1913, exactly one month after my mother was buried. Died roaring, as they say; may she rest in peace.

  I was scooping a shovelful of dirt up into the ass’s cart when I saw the two lads down at the far end of Blessed Oliver Plunkett Street, or “Bops” as we all called it when Father Kinsella wasn’t around. Everyone in Ballyrannel knew Matt and Con were going to Marbra on the train that day to sign up. That’s how I knew it was them, even though I couldn’t make them out—Matt tall and long-armed with a head of black hair above a well-put-together face; Con, about three inches shorter, was blond and within a hair’s breadth of being too good-looking for a man.

  While I leaned on the handle of my shovel I could see there was something different about them: their feet weren’t touching the ground, and the piece of Bops they were in was brighter than the rest of the street, like someone was keeping the beam of a carbide lamp on them all the time. The sky was as blue as a robin’s egg, not the whisper of a cloud in sight, a grand August day.

  The two of them were laughing and waving and shouting back to the older women hanging on the half-doors of their kitchens. Most of the women were black-dressed grannies with few or no teeth, wrinkled faces, and grey buns on top of their heads. They had known Con and Matt since the first day they trotted along Bops on their way to school, their cloth schoolbags dancing on their backs. The hanging women had been greeting the young men six days a week for the last seven years as they walked to and from their work at Enderly.

  As they came closer to my ass and cart, I saw they were dressed in their new suits and caps. Of course everyone in Ballyrannel knew that Missus Hodgkins had paid Miss Bowe the Seamstress to make the lads’ clothes. And now little children ran from the houses, pushed out by their grannies, to trot along with the lads for a few steps and push their faces into the new material of the trousers to get the smell.

  Matthias and Con—the adventurers, as we all thought of them—each had a homemade carrying-case made from two stick handles sewn into the top of a cloth bag. As they got closer, I heard Missus Cunningham shouting over her fat arms and huge diddies, “What do you have in the bags, lads? Your bit of dinner or what?” And Con shouted, “Extra pair of socks, Missus Cunningham.” And Missus Cunningham cried back, “You must have ferocious feet, Con,” and everyone who heard them laughed with them.

  Along the middle of Bops they came on up into the town like Jesus going into Jerusalem with the people throwing palm leaves on the road to soften the step of his donkey, only it was the women of Ballyrannel who were laying down their gentle banter for the passing of the lads. All the women liked Matt and Con and their sister, Kitty—the Hatchel triplets—and wished they were theirs. The triplets had been happy and talkative since they were young, with a certain air of innocence, as if the freshness of the countryside was always about them. Not one of them was ever cruel to animals or to other children like most youngsters are at one time or another; they had never drowned a frog or cut the heads off baby birds or robbed nests or kicked an ants’ nest to bits or played football with a hedgehog. The worst thing they had ever done was put live worms onto fish hooks and thrown stones at the delph cups on the Canal’s telephone poles. Of course, no one in the town would ever forget about Matt’s family getting burned to death, and there was still a great sadness for him even after all the years.

  “You’ll be the best-looking soldiers in the entire English army, lads; God bless you,” Missus Carroll called, her well-used diddies falling down and nearly hiding her arms.

  “Goodbye, Missus,” Matthias called back, “and God bless you and the children too.”

  Because of the height of the half-doors and the way the women leaned on them, every woman had fat arms and huge diddies. Missus Furlong had the biggest ones in the entire length of Bops. Her diddies came up so high, she could have used either one as a pillow, and she often did too, snoring away when she dropped off for a minute on the door until her knees gave way. When Con and Matt were passing her house, she called out, “Where’s Kitty, lads? I thought she’d go as far as Marbra at least.”

  “We left her at the Bridge, Missus Furlong. She’s too upset,” Con told her.

  “Kitty’s going to miss you, lads,” Missus Furlong called back.

  That bit of back and forth knocked some of the wind out of the lads’ sails, and for a few steps the smiles faded and the banter quietened down.

  My job as the road brusher—brusher mostly of horse and donkey and pony dung and Woodbine boxes and butts—meant that I knew most of the things that happened in Ballyrannel. I didn’t want to know what people told me without even stopping as they walked by because I didn’t know what I was supposed to say back to them. “Drunk again last night,” a woman would say, meaning her husband. “Look what he did to me,” a woman told me one time, and she pulling up her sleeve to show me four purple finger marks. I didn’t want to get on anyone’s bad side so I just made sounds with no words that I thought they wanted to hear.

  The men were as bad as the women. “God, she was a rip last night, eating the face off me for not finding work, and I out beating the bushes all day.” Some of them would even ask me for advice, and I not knowing me arse from me elbow. “I’m thinking of joining the army, Ralph. It’s the only way to get a job. What do you think?” “Do you think we’d make it in England, myself and the wife, Ralphie?” There were so many men with no work that I sometimes felt bad about having a job, and I in full sight of every jobless man in the town.

  Some people in Ballyrannel thought Con and Matthias were daft for joining the army. “They have work for the rest of their lives up in Enderly.” But everyone in Ballyrannel knew why Con and Matt were signing up—they were off to see the world. I wished I had the balls it takes. One very holy man who went to Mass every day said, “They wouldn’t be joining only for that young Hodgkins fellow. They got too close to that Protestant, fishing and hunting with him like he was one of us.” And then there were the men who wanted to be Fenians, and a few women too: “They’re traitors to their own country, them lads. The English army is the army of our enemy.”

  After passing another few houses, Con and Matthias got the jaunt back into their steps.

  Missus Byrne had diddies like two prize turnips. “I remember the first day you went to school holding hands and here you are off to see India. God bless you, lads.” Con took Matt’s hand and held it up over their heads. “We’re still holding hands, Missus Byrne,” he laughed, “and we’re hoping we get to India.”

  Missus Dempsey had a pair of diddies that would make a fellow as nervous as he’d be looking down the barrels of a loaded and cocked shotgun. “I’ll pray you get to India, lads,” she shouted. “And you’ll never be the same. When you come home you won’t even remember us, you’ll be so lawdie daw.”

  “Oh, we’ll remember you all right, Missus Dempsey,” Matthias called. “All the times you brought us in out of the rain coming and going to school … how could we forget you?”

  “And the mugs of tea, Missus Dempsey!” Con called.

  I was standing there with a big grin waiting to make my little speech that I’d been thinking up for a few days. Doctor Masters had told me five Indian words and it took me nearly a week to come up with one sentence with all the words in it: nabob, raja, jodhpurs, gymkhana and bungalow.

  The lads passed Missus Dunne with diddies so big she could feed five sets of twins at the same time without running dry. “Now lads, behave yourselves and don’t be bothering them Indian nabobs,” says she, and I said, “Feck!’ to myself, and I didn’t hear what the lads said back to her. Real quick in my head, I tried to change my sentence, but the lads were coming right at me and I said to myself I’d have to leave “nabob” in there even if it sounded like I was only copying Missus Dunne. I took my chin off my hands on top of the shovel handle and took in a breath.

  “Off to take the king’s shilling?” someone growled from behind me, and before I turned around and saw the galoot, I knew it was Johnjoe Lacy: a tall skinny fecker who cleaned chimleys and patched roofs, never seen without his ladder on his homemade handcart full of long-handled brushes and rags as dirty as himself. His nose had the kind of shape you’d think a nose would get from always smelling something bad, a bit turned up at the tip; maybe his wife was in a constant state of wind. And he had holes in his nose big enough and hairy enough to make you think you wouldn’t be surprised to see a couple of swallows flying up there into the thatch to feed their clutch of scalds.

  Johnjoe Lacy was leaning on the far wingboard of my ass and cart, and he spoke again. “You’ll never get to India, you scallywags. For all you know, you could be shooting your own people here in Ireland in a few years. You’re traitors to Ireland and all the men who died in Ninety-Eight and every rebellion since the English came in 1169. Bad cess to the two of you; you’d rather die for England than for Ireland, your own country.” He sent a watery spit into my cart.

  Lacy was the biggest-mouthed patriot in the town, and a real pain in the arse he was about it too. No matter how many times the snot was beaten out of him for his patriotic and insulting remarks, he still mouthed on about the Cause every chance he got.

  What I wanted to do right now was give Lacy a slap across the mouth two times, one for ruining my speech with the Indian words, and the other for trying to squelch the happiness and excitement out of the beginning of the lads’ great adventure.

  The lads came to a stop at the tailboard of my ass and cart. Con got as red as a strawberry very quick, and I could see his chest going up and down like he was ready to go on the attack. The two words that came out of him were so full of crossness they could have been made in a barbed-wire factory. But when he said, “Mister Lacy,” Matthias touched his arm and made him stop. Con was known to be afraid of no man, priest or teacher, and was inclined to speak the raw truth without dressing it up in a bit of softness. Matthias was calmer.

  “Mister Lacy,” Matt said in a voice that was all the stronger because of its quietness. “We’re not going to die for any country, England or Ireland. But if you want to die so badly for Ireland then go home and write on a piece of paper, “I died for Ireland,” and then go out and find a tree and hang yourself. We’ll make up a song about you and the heroic thing you did, but don’t be so thick to think that Con or I want to hang with you.”

  “Well—” Johnjoe started.

  “Well nothing, Mister Lacy. You’re nothing but a loudmouthed gobshite. Haven’t you learned anything from all the times you’ve had the shite kicked out of you?”

  Con was looking up at Matthias like a child looking at his big hero brother.

  “Listen to me, you little scallywag—” Johnjoe Lacy tried again.

  “No, Mister Lacy, you listen to me,” Matt said. “Everyone in Ballyrannel calls you ‘Nonstop’ behind your back because you never know when to keep your foolish mouth shut. You’re nothing but a bag of wind standing over there the far side of the cart where a fellow can’t get a swing at you. Now if there’s anything else you want to call Con and myself besides traitors, step out here in front of me and I’ll kick the shite out of you. Here, Con, hold my bag.”

  “Well—” Johnjoe started again.

  “Well, nothing, Mister Lacy. Just feck off to hell and leave us alone.”

  Johnjoe said something under his breath as he pushed himself off with his cart.

  “What’s that, Mister Lacy?”

  “Nothing.”

  “I thought that’s what you said,” Matthias said gently, like he was talking to a small boy. “Someday soon you’re going to say the wrong thing to the wrong man, and when he’s finished with you that face of yours is going to look like the face of a rotten perch after a horse stepping on it on the Towpath.”

  As Johnjoe Lacy went away pushing his handcart, he hesitated like he was going to have the last word. But Matt pushed him on his way with, “If you say one more word, Mister Lacy, I’ll go over there and put my fist in your gob.” If Nonstop had been a dog, his tail would have been pulled in between his legs to cover his balls.

  “God, that was great, Matt,” I said, but only loud enough for the lads to hear. After all, I still had to live in Ballyrannel with Lacy, the hure.

  The two lads poked each other and tittered, and laughed like hell while I was thinking to myself, “Wait till I tell the wife.”

  “Good luck, lads,” I said to them and shook their hands. “I hope you get to India.”

  “We’ll make it one way or the other, Ralphie,” Matthias said. “And we heard you have a speech in Indian for us.”

  I felt shy all of a sudden. “Ah, Matt,” I said, “nothing I’d say could match the speech you gave to Johnjoe. Be off with yourselves and keep your eyes out for tigers.” I had to turn away because tears started scalding the backs of my eyes. I took the yard brush out of the cart and swept like hell for a few minutes. When I looked after the lads again, they were kneeling in the street, caps off, heads bent, and Father Kinsella was blessing them. The few men on the footpath had their hats off, and when the blessing was over, some people clapped and encouraging words were called out to the lads. Con and Matthias waved their caps to the people before putting them back on their heads.

  God bless you, lads, I prayed inside my head. Please bring them back safe, Lord. They’re too good for badness to happen to them. And I cried because I hate saying goodbye to someone I know I might never see again. When I looked up again, they were gone around the corner where Bops bent around to the station.


  Kitty Hatchel

  Matthias always put his letters in with Con’s, and Con always addressed his letters to me, and Mammy and Daddy pretended not to know.

  Sweet Jesus! There were times waiting for a letter I’d be as tense as the stretched-out telephone wires along the Canal with the wind whistling through them in wintertime. I’d be scrubbing the kitchen chairs in the yard on a Saturday and driving myself mad in expectation of a letter, a pain in my neck from turning to the Bridge to see if Paulie Bolger was coming on his black bike with the iron frame in front for parcels and the canvas bag. The let-down was terrible when he didn’t come. Then there was the long wait till Monday. Sometimes I cried in vexation.

  The March after the August when Matthias and Con took off for the army, I got a great job in Enderly. It was pure luck that I heard about the sign going up in Smith the Chemist’s window.

  Wanted: Girl to Work Inside at Enderly

  Enderly was Buckingham Palace to Ballyrannel, and the Hodgkinses were the royal family.

  When Con and Matt walked out of school for the last time at thirteen, they went straight to Enderly and got hired as apprentices because of Mammy’s aunt, Poor Meg. But as well as Poor Meg in the kitchen, Daddy had ploughed in Enderly every spring and Daddy’s father too, from the time he was a chap before the Famine to the year before he died. Con got the gardens, and Matthias the horses and machinery—to serve his time with Charlie Coffey. That’s how they got all the books to read. Mister Hodgkins even taught Latin to Con.

  It was Paulie Bolger who told Mammy about the sign that Mister Sawtel put up in the chemist’s with a bit of sticking plaster at each corner. “Not too much plaster, mind you,” Paulie Bolger said. “That man’s as mean as a priest.”

  Mammy came running across the fields to where Daddy and I were sweating after getting a calf back out of Lamberts’ Twenty Acres. Such running we’d done and the calf only playing with us with her tail on her back and bucking her rump up in the air. I was hoping she had a letter from Con, but I didn’t want to show too much interest.

  “A calf thumbs its nose by baring its backside at you,” I said.

  “Or does a person bare his backside at you by thumbing his nose?” Daddy asked.

  I liked working in the fields with Daddy. He was always in good humour, but he seldom laughed out loud in case God would hear him and throw some badness across his path. “Laughing out loud is dangerous,” he’d say. “Any man who laughs too loud will pay for it in the end.”

  The buds were on the bushes and Daddy was laying a whitethorn across the calf’s gap when he saw Mammy coming through the field gate.

  “Someone must be dead,” he said. He made another cut in the stem of the whitethorn. “Your mother never comes to the fields, running like that.” He was always afraid that something might happen to Con and Matt in the army, and there wasn’t even a war on. All I wanted was a letter, but if Mammy had one for me, she wasn’t carrying it in her hand.

  Daddy kept poking the bushes as Mammy came nearer. He pulled the whitethorn down and pushed it into the gap without breaking it from the stem. It was like he didn’t want to be looking at Mammy when she told him the bad news. He pushed at the smaller branches with the back of the billhook, forcing them into place with his foot, making them look like a solid hedge for the calf’s weak eyes.

  Mammy stopped. “Missus Hodgkins has the sign up,” she panted. She bent down and put her hands on her knees; she was never a good runner. My heart fell and my heart jumped at the same time. “She waited four weeks, after we all saying there would be a notice before Poor Meg got cold.”

  Daddy gave no indication at all that he’d been afraid bad news had been coming. He stuck the point of the billhook in the ground, put his hands on the end of the handle and rested.

  “We said nothing of the sort,” he said without any edge in his voice. “It was you who said Poor Meg wouldn’t be long in the ground before the sign went up.” He liked teasing Mammy. She wasn’t afraid to laugh out loud, especially not at the quare things other people did and said.

  “I was the one who said Missus Hodgkins would wait simply because she is a Hodgkins,” Daddy said. “And what are you waiting for, Kitty?”

  “Will I put on my good dress?” I asked.

  “Good dress, my elbow!” Daddy said. “Get home as quick as you can, and go up to Enderly on Mammy’s bike. Half the town’s going to be looking for that job, and the early bird catches the worm. Run like a hare, and make sure to tell her Con and Matthias are your brothers and Poor Meg was your mother’s aunt and that I ploughed there every spring and so did my father before me.”

  “Missus Hodgkins knows all that,” Mammy said.
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