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  Waiting to Be Let In

  In which Patrick Bracken, a sixty-six-year-old retired newspaper reporter from Muker in Yorkshire, visits a lawyer in the Irish village of Gohen where he spent part of his childhood.

  TO EVERYONE WATCHING—and Patrick Bracken knew that many eyes were on him—the man standing at the edge of the broad footpath looking at the entrance to Mister Howard’s house was spare and tall. All the curious watchers knew that Mister Howard was a solicitor, and they knew that the stranger was one, too, because he was dressed in a fawn camel hair overcoat, a brown trilby hat and gleaming brown shoes. He was wearing brown gloves. But Patrick Bracken was not a solicitor.

  Black iron handrails set into four limestone steps led up to Mister Howard’s house. Although Patrick Bracken had passed the doorway thousands of times in his younger life, he had never admired it before. The door was a showcase for the polished brass letterbox, knob, keyhole and lion’s head knocker. As he stepped forward he saw the Masonic square and compasses carved into the keystone of the limestone arch framing the door.

  While he waited for an answer to his clattering of the lion’s nose ring, Bracken turned and surveyed the street. Many things had changed in fifty-five years: the drab, gray, cracked pavement where the farmers once rested the shafts of their piglet carts on fair days had been replaced with red bricks set in geometric designs; the house from whence the parish priest had reigned was now a hardware shop with green-headed rakes and red metal wheelbarrows displayed along its front wall; the once dignified Bank of Ireland building had been transmogrified into an electronics shop, its blaring advertisements flapping in the wind along its walls like loud, plastic shopping bags trapped in windy trees; Gormans’ Pub—renamed “1014” and with a fake thatched roof, plastic battle-axes and horned Norse war helmets—might have been purposefully aged to replicate a shebeen. The Irish flag displayed high on the wall of John Conroy’s drapery shop seemed to have faded, but then Patrick saw the new signage over the door: ENZO’S PIZZERIA; and where Tom Bennet’s sweet shop used to be, a large golden dragon hung out over the footpath.

  “Jesus! How did the Chinese find Gohen?”

  Up and down the street, cars were parked willy-nilly, half up on the footpaths’ red bricks. Near the cinema two tyrannous lorries, one loaded with new cars, the other piled high with bales of straw, were squeezing past each other. A short, black-haired man came out of Enzo’s and, gesticulating wildly, assumed the role of traffic director.

  The sixteenth-century town had been overrun in this early year of the twenty-first, its narrow streets defeating the traffic. But with more Continental money, the town would soon have its own personal bypass, an amulet of cement magically returning Gohen to the natives.

  Without Patrick hearing it, the black door behind him swung open on its silent hinges. “Mister Bracken, I presume,” a self-possessed voice asked, and as Patrick turned he removed his hat at the same time. His thick gray hair, parted on the left side, touched the tips of his ears.

  “Yes, Patrick Bracken.”

  She had shrunk with age, but even a half century later, Bracken could have picked out her face on a crowded London sidewalk.

  “Missus Howard,” he said. “I hope you are keeping well.”

  The years had transformed her, but the underlying foundation that had once made her the rival of a certain Protestant minister’s wife was still there. She could have been a young woman disguised as an older one. Patrick saw she was still wearing the ivory cameo at her throat, a girl-child with ringlets in profile.

  “Even after fifty-five years,” Patrick thought.

  “The mind is quick but the body is slow,” Missus Howard said. “Better that than the other way around. You are very welcome, Mister Bracken. Step inside so I can shake your hand. It’s unfriendly to shake hands over a doorstep.”

  Her fingers felt like bits of sticks in a glove, but her grasp was strong. “I didn’t know your family, but Sam says your father did some work for him—puttied and painted windows.”

  “Yes, indeed. My father turned his hand to anything that would earn him a few pounds.”

  “Shillings, more likely. Those were bad times, the forties: war just over, the Depression still here and the country trying to struggle to its feet after the English left. . . . Give me your coat and hat, Mister Bracken.” As he slipped off his coat, Missus Howard stepped behind him, took it and draped it across a hallway chair.

  “Please call me Patrick. How is Mister Howard?”

  “You can call me Else, for Elsie. . . . Sam is an old blackthorn on a hill—he can still stand up to gale-force winds. He’ll last forever, become petrified like one of those old trees in America. He’s out in the back in the sunroom. At our age we’re like reptiles—need a bit of sun to get the body moving.”

  She turned and Bracken followed her. As he walked through the old house, Patrick realized that the shellacked front door with its brilliant brass was an extension of a fastidiously maintained interior. The walls were hung with engravings of classical Roman scenes, and as he passed an open door he saw polished black furniture, a black, iron fireplace with a clock and vases on its mantel, ancient family portraits and an embroidered fire screen within a brass-railed fender.

  The kitchen was a surprise with its brightness, Formica counters, hanging cabinets and modern appliances. Bracken felt he had stepped through half a century in the blink of an eye. “Gosh,” he said.

  “What’s that, Patrick?” Missus Howard asked.

  “Your kitchen . . . it’s so bright and airy.”

  “Yes, it is nice, isn’t it? It’s a strong contrast to the rest of the house. I wish my mother had had the same one—the labor it would have saved her. Sam made me have it installed.” She depressed the button on the electric kettle as she walked by.

  Bracken followed Else into the sunroom where several pots of soft-fronded ferns hung from the ceiling. Mister Howard was levering himself out of a cushioned wicker chair. He had shrunk too, his head as bald and freckled as a turkey’s egg. He wore an open-necked, dark green shirt and an Aran cardigan with imitation chestnut buttons. Holding out his hand, Mister Howard said, “Don’t believe her, Mister Bracken. I never made that woman do anything in my life, even though she promised to obey me when we got married.”

  “Hah,” Else said, dismissively. “And you can call him Patrick, and he can call you Sam.”

  “You are very welcome, Patrick,” the old man said. “I remember your father well. . . . Ned, wasn’t it?”

  “Yes indeed, it was Ned. My mother called him Edward when she was being tender toward him.”

  “Here it’s usually the other way around. Else calls me David Samuel when she’s impatient with me. The rest of the time it’s plain Sam. If she’s trying to get on my good side, she calls me Sammy. When she calls me that, I know there’s something coming, like planting bulbs or zapping a spraying cat in the garden with the pellet gun.”

  “Sam rattles like a pebble in a bucket sometimes,” Else said. “There’s the kettle singing. You’re not to begin talking about anything important till I get back. I want to hear everything.” She went back to the kitchen.

  Mister Howard indicated a chair with its back to the window wall. “Sit, Patrick,” he said, and he lowered himself to a soft landing onto the roses embroidered in high relief on the cushion in his own chair. Patrick now saw several plants on the floor in Roman urns cast in bronze-tinted plastic. In the six paintings on the walls, birds in bare-leafed, berried bushes displayed the art of the painter. On the wicker table next to Mister Howard lay a thick book, The Raj by Lawrence James, with the tip of a pewter bookmark showing it was about three-quarters read. On the other side of the table, beside Missus Howard’s chair, sat a battered dictionary and a newspaper page folded open at a crossword puzzle, a biro clipped onto its crease. Beside the dictionary lay a red-covered book, but Patrick could not see its title. A lamp, its china base strewn with ceramic roses, sat in the table’s center.

  “Did your wife come over with you, Patrick?” Sam Howard asked.

  “She did. We’re visiting her brother’s family, the Lambs, in Clunnyboe. We try to come every year, but sometimes life interferes with the plans.”

  “The best-laid plans . . .” Sam said. “How is Fintan Lamb? Still as busy as ever?”

  “Fintan will die with his boots on. He’s as fit as a snipe.”

  “Lamb!” Mister Howard said with a smile. “It’s an amusing name for a vet.”

  “We call him the Lamb of God. His wife’s name is Mary, and of course Mary has had a little Lamb many times. They can joke about it: they named their house Lamb’s Quarters.”

  “After the weed,” the older man said, smiling. “Names can be touchy things. It helps if you have a sense of humor if you’re saddled with something awful. Have you heard about the man named Jack Shite who got tired of people laughing at him and changed his name by deed to Jim Shite?”

  Bracken laughed not so much at the joke as at the incongruity of the vulgarity and his memory of David Samuel Howard as the proper and remote Protestant esquire of his childhood.

  Missus Howard came into the room with a tray. “Tell the truth, Patrick. Had you heard that joke before?” Her husband moved the red book to make room on the table.

  “I had,” Bracken admitted.

  “If I had a penny for every—”

  “Oh, Else, a good joke can be enjoyed many times,” Sam said.

  Bracken could now see the spine of Missus Howard’s book—A Social History of Ancient Ireland, Vol. 2 by P. W. Joyce—and he knew that even if their bodies were old, he was talking with two cerebral gymnasts.

  As the tea and biscuits were dispensed, more small talk revealed that Patrick Bracken was presently living in Muker in the Yorkshire Dales.

  “Famous for the Farmers Arms and the Literary Institute,” he said, with a facetious smile.

  “Surely the Yorkshire Dales are far off the beaten path for a reporter?” Missus Howard asked.

  “Old reporters become special correspondents, and that’s what I am now, Missus Howard . . . Elsie. I’m sixty-six, and reporting is for young lads who can run. Computers and the Internet allow me to do most of my work from home.”

  “We see your pieces in the Irish Times every so often,” Elsie said. “We always keep an eye out for them.”

  As everyone sipped their tea, silence momentarily descended, and Patrick decided now was the time to get down to business.

  “I want to thank you for agreeing to talk to me about—”

  “Listen is the word, Patrick,” Mister Howard said. “First I will listen, and then I will decide if I will talk.” Bracken noticed a slight shake in Sam’s hands.

  “Oh, for God’s sake, Sam, stop your word splitting,” Else said. “You’re worse than a Jesuit.” She turned to Patrick. “Sam takes the seal of confession more seriously than the pope. I’ve heard stuff at funerals and weddings and in shops years ago that Sam still won’t talk about because he heard it as privileged information.”

  “I understand about privileged information, Mister . . . Sam,” Patrick said, “but all I may need is your recollection of what was said at the inquest. I tried to get a copy of the inquest in Portlaoise but—”

  “You spoke to Harrigan—Alphonsus A., Esquire?” Elsie interrupted, and Patrick nodded. “And he told you it wouldn’t be fair to the Coughlin family even though inquests are public affairs. He’s worse than Saint Peter stopping people at the Pearly Gates for gossiping. All the Coughlins are dead. Alphonsus A. Harrigan, Esquire, is as tight as a crab’s backside. . . . He’s as bad as Sam.”

  “Clam,” Sam said, completely unruffled.

  “What?” she asked.

  “It’s a clam,” he said, and impatiently waved his own words into significance.

  “What’s a clam?” she persisted.

  “The saying is, as tight as a clam’s arse, not a crab’s. And please let me get a word in edgeways, Else.” Sam looked at Patrick. “You said in your letter that this enquiry of yours is a personal thing, that you’ve no intention of writing about it. Even so, I am wary of you as a reporter. I’m eighty-nine, and you’re what? Mid-sixties? You’ll outlive—”

  “Sam,” Bracken interrupted, “I take the seal of confession as seriously as you. I’ve made many promises about secrecy, and I’ve never broken one. Many of my sources have died, and I have never betrayed them. I will not betray you. As you said, this is purely personal.”

  “It’s no secret that you’ve been digging into this thing in Gohen and Clunnyboe and Drumsally for several years. I suspected you would eventually come here to our house. But why is it so important to you? We’re talking about something that happened, what? Fifty-five years ago, for Christ’s sake.”

  “As a child I did not realize there were contradictions in what I saw and heard about the deaths of Father Coughlin and Lawrence Gorman, things that were never spoken about by the adults. For my own satisfaction I want to know what really happened. And yes, over the years I have been collecting bits and pieces of the story. The people who were involved or who know the details are dying off and—”

  “And that’s why you’re here now, Patrick,” Else said. “You’re afraid Sam and I will fall off the perch soon.” She was smiling.

  “Sam is the only one left who—”

  “I had my own part to play in the drama,” Elsie said, determined not to be sidelined.

  “Else, for God’s sake! You had nothing to do with anything,” her husband growled.

  “I did, too, Sam. For one thing, I spilled tea on Deirdre Hyland’s skirt.”

  “Be serious, Else. The man doesn’t want to hear your asides.”

  Elsie was not intimidated. “Patrick, I know as much as Sam, probably more.”

  Patrick tried to break up this back-and-forth. “When I spoke to the others, I promised I would not write about what I discovered. I told them that I simply wanted to find out what happened for my own satisfaction. I quickly realized that what I knew was only the glimpse of an outsider—and an outsider child at that. Of them all, Peggy Mulhall was the most suspicious. Before she told me anything, she accused me of trying to disassociate myself from my poor beginnings because I now call myself Patrick instead of Barlow.”

  “I didn’t know you were called Barlow,” Missus Howard said. “Why did you change your name?”

  “My first editor thought Patrick was more dignified, that Bartholomew was archaic and Barlow undignified.”

  “He must have been an—”

  “Else, can you hang on for one minute?” Mister Howard said. He turned to Patrick. “You must have some reason besides curiosity for dragging up the past about Coughlin and Gorman.”

  “I’m curious about how and why an entire village covered up the murder of two men.”

  Missus Howard clapped her hands and sat up straight. She was beaming. “Sam! Sam! I always told you.” She looked at Bracken. “I always told him, Patrick. I always said it—the two of them were murdered. But Sam will only admit to the official finding that both deaths were accidental.”

  “You will stop this, Else. You are in the realm of gossip and calumny.” Sam’s voice was stern. “This is a very serious matter. The Coughlin inquest determined the priest’s death was accidental, and Inspector Larkin from Dublin concluded that Doul Yank Gorman unintentionally killed himself.”

  “Sam. Sam,” Patrick said, his hands out as if trying to calm the impatience that had crept into Sam’s tone. “What about this approach: if I tell you everything I know, will you tell me everything you know?”

  “No, I can’t make a sweeping promise. But I will consider individual questions you may have.”

  “Oh, for God’s sake, Sam,” Else said, and she shifted in her chair like a fussy hatching hen. She addressed Patrick. “I know as much as he does about the two deaths. I’ll fill in the gaps for you.”

  “But only if it is not privileged information,” her husband reminded her.

  “David Samuel Howard! You have never shared privileged information with me. My information comes from the grapevine.”

  “Gossip, Else.”

  “You call it gossip when I hear something on the grapevine.” She turned to Patrick again. “What Sam hears on the grapevine he calls community news.”

  “It’s a matter of discernment.”

  “You’re saying again that I’m gullible.”

  “No, Else. I simply believe that I have had more training and experience at weeding the fiction out of what is presented as fact.”

  “God! The delusions of the man!”

  “But she loves me, Patrick, and I love her,” Mister Howard said. “We’ve had a good life together. We were lucky.”

  “People make their own luck,” Patrick said by way of compliment.

  The three of them sat in silence for a few moments to absorb the little pleasantnesses. Then Patrick said, “All right! Should I start?”

  “Go ahead,” Sam said. “And Else . . .”

  “I know, Sam. I know. You don’t have to say it.”

  Patrick began. “Mikey Lamb—”

  Elsie immediately interrupted. “That young man who died in Amsterdam? How many years ago was it?”

  “Yes, that was Mikey. Thirty-two years ago, and he was thirty-four when he died.”

  “He was murdered, wasn’t he? Was anyone ever caught for that?”

  “Mikey Lamb?” Mister Howard asked. “Oh, of course. He was your wife’s brother.”

  “The family believes Mikey worked for the C.I.A.”

  “The Americans?” Elsie said, as distastefully as if she were talking about tapeworm.

  “Yes. He was good with languages and was probably recruited in Trinity. He was tortured and shot in the heart and thrown in a canal.”

  “Jesus Christ tonight!” Sam whispered.

  “I’m sorry, Patrick,” Else said. “That must have been terrible on everyone.”

  “It was. The family didn’t tell anyone about the torture or the shooting. They let everyone believe he’d been robbed and drowned. Anyhow . . .” The Howards’ eyes wandered out into the garden.

  “How terribly sad,” Sam eventually said.

  Patrick sighed, expelling the painful memories. Then he broke the somber mood. “Mikey Lamb and I became friends when we were eleven, and only for him I would not have known anything about the Coughlin and Gorman deaths, nor would I have married Molly. The Lambs lived in Clunnyboe and the father’s name was Simon Peter, and like all . . .”
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  The Birthday Present

  1951

  In which eleven-year-old Mikey Lamb, eldest son of Simon Peter and Annie Lamb, is disappointed in the birthday present he receives from his aunt in England.

  LIKE ALL THE FARMERS in Clunnyboe, Simon Peter Lamb worked six days a week, from seven in the morning to evening’s last light. On Sundays he only worked four hours. Every year he ran up bills in the shops in Gohen, and even though he settled some accounts when he sold an animal on a fair day or his barley at harvesttime, he was never out of debt. His animals seldom brought in top price, and his barley was never of the superior quality to interest the Guinness buyers. It was Simon Peter’s belief that good fortune only happened to other people.

  Simon Peter Lamb was secure in his belief that, if he accepted his lot in this life without whining, he would be rewarded in the next life. He wallowed in his many miseries, miseries he saw as trials sent by a testing God. To enumerate these divine whims in a list inures the mind to their immediacy and their irritancy; the quality of the miseries is appreciated all the better when savored one at a time.

  Simon Peter existed in a perpetual state of unkemptness, looking as if he had just climbed out of a boghole. Every day since he was a child, the bodily waste of some farm animal had stuck to his clothing and his boots. On most days his feet were wet, the wetness seeping in from the water lying in his fields or running down the legs of his trousers into his footwear when it rained. Sometimes, the water from a urinating animal splashed warmly over his boots’ hard leather rims.

  Simon Peter Lamb smelled more like the back end of cow than a newborn calf, more like stinkweed than roses. But the only person in the townland of Clunnyboe who appreciated Simon Peter’s odors was the Civil Servant—Kevin Lalor—the one person in Clunnyboe who not only washed himself every day, but who put on a clean shirt and clean socks every Monday morning.

  When his oldest son was born, Simon Peter Lamb insisted that the boy be named Simon Peter. To distinguish between the two, Missus Lamb had taken to calling the baby Mikey.

  By the age of eleven, Mikey Lamb had begun to molt out of the cuteness of childhood and had taken his first steps into the disconnectedness of adolescence. There were times when he looked like a disheveled chicken. His hair was black spikes sticking up like metal shavings on a magnet, and his nose was growing faster than the rest of his face. The legs of his knee-length trousers hung unevenly, and one of his gartered knee stockings was often crumpled at an ankle. Always, as if he were wearing the family coat of arms, some kind of animal dung clung to his boots. From the bottom of his nostrils to his right ear there was evidence that when Mikey had a runny nose he used his sleeve instead of a handkerchief. When he became excited he passed a gas which pierced surprised nostrils like needles dipped in rotten eggs. Dirt was so embedded in his hands and knees that it would take caustic soap, scalding water and a wire brush to remove it.

  Mikey Lamb was a sitting duck for every boy in the National School in Gohen. But he never complained to his parents, and he always had an excuse when his bruises were obvious. If Mikey himself wasn’t attacked, it was his bike that bore the brunt of hard boots. The sound of a wheel rubbing against a dented mudguard often accompanied him home along the road over the Esker into Drumsally and down into Clunnyboe.

  On the day of his eleventh birthday, Mikey came home from school with Indian-torture burns smarting on each of his wrists, but his expectation of a package from England took the edge off the pain. And when he ran into the kitchen after putting his bike away, the package was on the kitchen table.

  “Maybe there’s English comics,” he thought, seeing himself in the schoolyard, the envy of all the Townies. Valiant, The Hotspur, Eagle. He farted. Commando, Victor. And because he was hoping for comics, he would have been disappointed if the parcel contained a thousand pounds sterling.

  “Will you stop wondering what’s in it and open it?” Annie, his mother, said. She was curious to see what her daft sister in Leeds had sent this time. Last year it had been a rubber duck for a bathtub, and the sister knowing damn well there wasn’t one bathtub in all of Clunnyboe. Another time she had sent the makings of a kite with no instructions. The Lambs had asked the Civil Servant for help, but even he couldn’t figure it out. For two months everyone tripped over the pieces of kite until Simon Peter angrily threw them into the fire one morning after discovering a weasel had killed six hens during the night. “I wouldn’t mind so much if he et the hens. But he just cut their necks for the blood. Bastard!”

  Careful not to damage the stamps, which Molly would bring into the nuns for the African missions, Mikey cut off the wrapping. Inside was a box. He took off the lid, and he saw a layer of tissue paper. When he took out the paper, he didn’t know what he was looking at, but he knew it wasn’t comics.

  “What is it?” Annie demanded from the high, open fireplace, where she stood stirring a pot of calfshare. The heat and steam had unfurled her hair, and she pushed an annoying tress off her face.

  “It’s a yoke.”

  “What kind of a yoke? Bring it over here so I can keep an eye on the calfshare.”

  Mikey carried the box to the fireplace.

  “Hold it in the light of the chimney,” his mother said. Without missing a stroke with her stirring stick, she leaned over and looked into the box. “It’s a brass yoke,” she said, “a bit of a shiny brass. What will that aunt of yours think of next?”

  “How can I play with it?”

  “I don’t know. Take it out and give us a look at it.”

  Mikey brought the box back to the table. He took out the birthday gift and examined it, turned it around several times.

  “Well?” his mother asked. She pushed a strand of black hair out of her mouth.

  “It’s just a bit of a pipe with a bit of glass in one end.”

  “Well, isn’t that one a terrible cod,” the mother said to herself, and she thought of her sister Maggie living in her house in Leeds, a house with a stairs, no less. To Annie Lamb there was something secret and exciting at the top of a stairs. Things went on in the upstairs rooms that the children in the downstairs rooms couldn’t hear—running around with no clothes on, sinful things that Protestants in England did. The English were terrible pagans.

  “There’s a lump of glass at the other end, too,” Mikey said.

  “A bit of brass with a bit of glass at each end,” Annie Lamb said. “Look inside, Mikey. Maybe there’s sweets or something.”

  The boy held the brass up to one eye and scrunched the other shut; his top lip, pulled into a snarl, exposed his teeth. “There’s nothing,” he said.

  “Look at the other end.”

  Mikey turned the present around. “There’s nothing.”

  “Well!” Annie declared, and with that one word she expressed her annoyance at that Maggie. She thought of the two-storied, red-bricked house in Leeds with a fireplace in every room and a flushing lavatory outside the back door, and the sinful savages running around naked upstairs. No matter how careful they were, Irish Catholic emigrants in England were always in danger of losing their souls, what with black Protestants around them the whole time. Annie Lamb stirred the calfshare with a new vigor. It would have been as good if Maggie had sent nothing, she thought.

  “Well, birthday or no birthday,” Annie finally said to her son, “you’ll have to change your clothes and do your jobs, and then we’ll have the lemonade and the biscuits and sweet cake in the parlor. Put that yoke away before Molly comes home from school or Fintan wakes up. If you see the Civil Servant going by, you might show it to him. Maybe he’ll know what it is.”
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  The Gift from Leeds

  1951

  In which Kevin Lalor, the Civil Servant, admires Mikey Lamb’s birthday present and they both discover what distant neighbors are doing in their garden.

  TWO HOURS AFTER OPENING his birthday present, Mikey Lamb was standing in the fresh weeds growing between the gable end of the thatched barn and the edge of the lane. He had done all his jobs. Besides bedding the animals with straw, he had pulped six baskets of turnips in the Mash House. After mixing a scoopful of beet pulp and a handful of bonemeal in the bottoms of eleven buckets, he filled them off with the sliced turnips and carried them to the cattle’s troughs. Lastly, he filled the plywood tea chest in the kitchen with two baskets of turf. It was now the precious time between the last job done and his father’s arrival in the farmyard from the fields when more orders would have to be carried out. He should have been doing his homework.

  With his back against the whitewashed mud wall, Mikey waited for the Civil Servant to come by on his way home from work in Gohen. Mikey regarded the Civil Servant as a tender version of his father. People said about the Civil Servant, “That lad has a great job,” “That lad’s terrible brainy,” “That lad’s terrible lucky,” “That lad’s so clean he must be always washing himself,” “I’d feel quare being as clean as the Civil Servant.”

  In the clump of knee-high weeds Mikey used his fingers in his pockets to count the number of days left until the first of May. “Bastille Day,” his father called it. That was the day the cattle were driven to the fields for the summer after their long sequester in the sheds. In thirteen days’ time Mikey would be freed from the winter drudgery. The anticipated joy of being released from the farmyard work left no room in Mikey’s head for the grind of summer in the fields that would ineluctably replace the grind of winter. At least during the summer the yard would not have to be swept as often with the heavy yard brush; what the two cows casually dropped in the farmyard as they came and went at milking time dried up quicker in the sunshine.

  When he saw Kevin Lalor coming in the distance, the boy stepped out into the middle of the lane. Lalor had no choice but to slow down and throw his leg over the saddle of his bike.

  Mikey’s father once said that when Kevin Lalor was being born he was pulled out of his mother so quickly that he’d been made unnaturally long and had never regained his proper shape. Everyone in Clunnyboe repeated this story to show how daft Simon Peter Lamb was and how smart they were.

  Beside his bike, Lalor was asymmetrically long and lean. There always seemed to be too many knees and elbows in his immediate vicinity. He wore a peaked cap, a brown tie on his white shirt and a brown suit under his khaki gabardine overcoat. Without a word of greeting, Mikey handed the brass pipe to Lalor and said, “What’s this oul yoke, Kevin?”

  “Where did you get it?”

  “From dant in Leeds, but I wanted English comics to bring to school,” Mikey said.

  “Why would you want English comics?” Kevin Lalor asked and then answered his own question. “So the Tilers could kick the bejazus out of you entirely?”

  Mikey always felt better about himself when the Civil Servant used grown-up language in front of him. But the child knew if he ever said “bejazus” back to the Civil Servant he would get a warning in the form of the question, “Do you want me to knock your block off?”

  “If you brought English comics to school, the Tilers would attack you and the bike at the same time.” It was the Civil Servant who repaired Mikey’s bike every time it was damaged in Gohen.

  With the saddle of his bike lying against his hip, Kevin Lalor pulled the ends of the brass pipe and elongated it to its full length.

  “Aw, Janey!” Mikey said. “I could have done that myself.”

  “Why didn’t you?”

  “I didn’t know it was a spyglass. Here, give it back to me.”

  “Hold your horses, Mikey. And since when did the word ‘please’ fall out of your vocabulary?” Lalor said. “This is a good spyglass. Will you look at that brass?” He took off his glasses and his face was different, his eyes smaller. He pointed the telescope toward Drumsally high on the slope of the Esker. “It’s not just a good spyglass,” he said. “It’s a great spyglass. Will you look at that! I can see the whiskers on Sally Coughlin. She’s lying down at the front door. Be jakers! Isn’t that great? This is better than any comics. Here, put that to your eye and you’ll think you’re in the Coughlins’ yard.”

  Mikey couldn’t stop the world whizzing past in the spyglass. Lalor had to tell him three times to lower it onto the bike saddle to steady it.

  With his body adjusted to the distance between his feet and the spyglass, with one eye clamped shut and with his teeth bared in a snarl, Mikey finally slowed down the picture at the end of the barrel.

  “I can’t see Sally,” he said. “But there’s a big pile of straw moving around in the front garden.”

  “You mustn’t be looking at the Coughlins’ house,” the Civil Servant said.

  “It’s the Coughlins’ all right. I just saw Eddie’s cap flashing by. He’s leading the horse by the winkers and there’s the biggest load of straw I ever saw. He’s backing up the horse and cart. Bridie’s behind the cart telling him where to go with her hand.”

  “I don’t think you’re looking at the Coughlins’ front garden at all,” the Civil Servant said. “That’s where Bridie has her geraniums and her sweet peas. Can you see the dog at the door?”

  “She’s not there. She must have moved.”

  “Give me a look,” Kevin demanded.

  “Wait. There’s Bridie still waving at Eddie.”

  “They can’t be in the flower garden.”

  “Amen’t I looking at them? They’re in the flower garden, Kevin.”

  “You’re cracked, Mikey. What would they be doing with the horse’s cart in the flower garden? Give me a look.”

  “Wait. They’re opening the ropes on the shafts.”

  “Give me a look,” Lalor demanded again. “You can look through the spyglass all day after I’ve gone home.” He held out his hand.

  Mikey ignored Lalor. “Eddie tried to heel up the cart by himself,” he said dramatically, “but Bridie had to help him. There it goes . . . there it goes, and the horse is moving up, and Eddie had to jump away. The straw’s all over the place.”

  “Mind yourself, Mikey,” Kevin Lalor said with impatience. “I’m going to move the bike. I have to go home.” He gently swayed the bike and shook the spyglass.

  “Aw, Kevin, don’t move the bike. I just saw Sally for a second near Eddie.”

  Kevin Lalor blocked the end of the spyglass with his hand. “Mikey Lamb!” he said. “Mikey! Take your eye away from that spyglass and look at me.”

  Holding the spyglass on the saddle with both hands, with one eye still closed and his face still distorted, Mikey bent his head back until he was squinting up into the Civil Servant’s face. “What?” he asked.

  “Stand up straight, take the spyglass off the saddle and let me go home.” Mikey finally heard the impatience in Lalor’s voice.

  The boy straightened up. Afraid he had upset the only person outside his family who treated him better than a dog, he held out the spyglass. “Take a look, Kevin. The straw’s all over the place.”

  Kevin’s curiosity about the straw in Bridie Coughlin’s flower garden was stronger than his annoyance at Mikey Lamb. He took the proffered spyglass out of the dirty hand.

  Sure enough, the eternally becapped Eddie Coughlin had just pulled down the shafts of the cart, was putting the backband into the wooden bridge on the straddle. Bridie was at the far side of the horse, and from the way she was moving and bending, Lalor knew she was helping with the yoking. A pile of yellow straw behind the cart stood out against the dark green of the Esker as bright as a solitary votive candle in an evening church. “They’re hardly going to thatch their house again,” the Civil Servant said, the spyglass still at his eye. Then he muttered, “They only thatched that roof a few years ago.”

  Kevin Lalor handed the spyglass back to Mikey. “Don’t bring that to school or the Townies will take it from you.”

  “But I want to show it off.”

  “Show it off to everyone in Clunnyboe, but don’t take it to school. Do you hear me, Mikey? Look at me. Do you hear me?”

  “What use is it if I can’t show it off to the lads?”

  “Did you hear what I said about not taking it to school?”

  “I did.”

  As he rode the last half mile home, Kevin Lalor made a bet with himself that Mikey would bring the spyglass to school, that one of the Townies would talk it out of him for a few dated and torn English comics. Then he wondered if Bridie and Eddie Coughlin were going to patch a leak in their roof. A full load of straw would not be needed for a small repair. Maybe they didn’t want a few feet of new thatch to stand out like a beacon against the old faded straw, so they were going to do the whole roof. That was it! Bridie was fastidious about the appearance of her house. Besides that, people like the Coughlins who had a priest in the family were inclined to improve the setting from which one of their members had rocketed to the top of the social heap by way of a religious rite. A repaired thatched roof was as socially indelicate as a missing front tooth. Bridie Coughlin would no more have a repair on her roof than she would ride her bike to town with a patch in her good blue coat.


  4

  The Peeper

  1951

  In which Simon Peter Lamb mourns his dead father, uses Mikey’s spyglass to peer into the distant garden of Eddie-the-cap, bachelor, and Bridie Coughlin, spinster, and speculates on what he sees.

  EVEN THOUGH THE FARMYARD was behind their house, the Coughlins did not have a back door. And so it was that on the morning after Mikey Lamb’s birthday, when Bridie Coughlin hesitated for a moment before stepping out through her front door at seven o’clock, Simon Peter Lamb trapped her in Mikey’s spyglass. When Bridie appeared to stare straight at him, Simon Peter snatched the spyglass away from his eye and quickly dodged behind the door jamb of the turf shed.

  “Janey Mack!” he said. Then he glanced around fiercely to see if anyone had heard him. But it was only a red hen, busy giving herself a dust bath in the turf mull, that had heard him.

  Cautiously, Simon Peter moved his body until one eye was exposed to the Esker. He could barely see Bridie’s house in the distance. He took in a deep breath and held it. “Amen’t I a terrible eegit? Bridie couldn’t see me unless she had a spyglass, too.” He put the telescope back to his eye and held it against the jamb to steady it.

  Bridie was still standing in the doorway. She was holding something in her right hand, but she kept it out of sight while she stuck out her head and peeped to her left. Then she stepped forward and walked quickly to her right with her head down. Just as she disappeared around the corner of the house, Simon Peter moved the spyglass and there, not an arm’s length away, was Bridie Coughlin’s white porcelain chamber pot with a bunch of red flowers painted on its side, its rim gold-leafed.

  “Janey Mack! Flowers on her pisspot! And she carries it with her thumb on the inside.” Simon Peter lowered the spyglass and looked at it. “This is a great yoke altogether.” He turned it over in his hand. “So smooth and nice to feel.” He put the wide end to his eye and looked over at the Esker again. “Janey, everything’s miles away.”

  He looked around for something to sit on. There was nothing but the x-framed sawhorse for holding tree branches steady when the two-handled crosscut saw was used. Carefully, he placed the spyglass in the turf mull and pulled the sawhorse over to the open doorway. The bathing hen muttered and Simon Peter absentmindedly kicked it in the arse, sending it into the air in a flutter of wings and dust and squawkings.

  Simon Peter should have been milking one of his cows, his forehead against a warm, bovine belly, the squish-squish of the milk into the bucket lulling him back to sleep. But Mikey’s announcement last night about what he saw in the Coughlins’ flower garden was too much for Simon Peter to be wondering about all day. Mikey wouldn’t be up for school till eight o’clock. By then the spyglass would be in its place at the back of the knife-and-fork drawer in the kitchen dresser.

  It took Simon Peter some time to find the Coughlin house again. When he did, the front door was closed. Blue chimney smoke was rising straight into the sky. The stillness of the air, and the possibility that the Coughlins were getting ready to thatch reminded him of the Irish proverb Mikey had learned during the winter. Over and over the child had chanted it while staring into the red flames of the turf fire, driving everyone in the house half-mad. Ní hé lá na gaoithe lá na scoilb. The day of the wind is not the day of the scollop. Don’t try to thatch on a windy day. Don’t piss into the wind. Don’t fart in the confession box.

  In the eyepiece Simon Peter found the heap of yellow straw in the Coughlins’ garden, and there, too, was Eddie-the-cap. “So that’s why Bridie was waiting; for Eddie to turn his back before she’d take her pisspot out to the dunghill at the back of the house.”

  Eddie’s shirtsleeves were rolled up past his elbows. He was teasing the straw, going through it looking for bits of grass and weeds and briars, removing them with a flick of the two-pronged fork, cleaning the oaten straw as carefully as a woman preparing wool for spinning.

  “So, they are going to thatch. And I was talking to Mattie Mulhall on the road yesterday and he never said a word. Cagey Mattie! Maybe it’s a rushed job, just patching a leak.”

  In the end of the spyglass Eddie Coughlin gathered the straw he had cleaned and carried it to where he had already started the bed convenient to the house. He swung the forkful of thatching back over his shoulder and then flipped it forward, the whipping action taking the tangle out of the straw and straightening it to some extent. “Not bad for a Sloper,” Simon Peter grudgingly allowed inside his own head.

  He kept Coughlin in the glass, and as he intimately studied his unsuspecting neighbor, a feeling of perverse delight glowed in Simon Peter’s belly. “Wouldn’t it be great if Eddie took off the cap? I’d be the first person ever to see his third ear. But, shag, I wouldn’t be able to let anyone in on the secret because I’d have to tell how I saw it. Still, I’d be the only one who’d know what’s wrong with his head.”

  As he watched Coughlin picking his way through another forkful of straw, Simon Peter wondered if Eddie had cut and cleaned the scollops yet, wondered if he was going to buy them from your man Dunphy over near Gohen. If it was a rush job, then Eddie would be buying, but of course the Slopers could afford to spend money on things that the Boggers had to scrounge out of the hedges.

  It was fifteen years since Simon Peter had cut and cleaned scollops for the thatching of his own house. It was also fifteen years since he had last felt that terrible anger at his father. It had been his father’s thick-headed reaction to the son’s adolescence that had placed the seed of anger inside Simon Peter. The seed festered over the years because neither father nor son had the tools to talk about the poison and draw it out.

  When Simon Peter had emerged from his teenage years, his father had continued to relate to his son as an adolescent. As well as remaining angry at each other, they grew to loathe being in each other’s company. Like two people caught in a balancing act on the edge of a cliff, neither could let go of the other. For the son, it was either the farm or emigration; the father needed the son to work on the farm, but he was unable to loosen his possessive grasp and graciously hand it over to the son.

  Over the years, communication between Simon Peter and his father had evolved back to the grunts of the first two communicating apes. It was the woman in their lives, the wife and mother, who bridged the gap for them. “Your father wants to know . . .” she’d say to Simon Peter. “Simon Peter wants to know . . .” she’d say to her husband. When she died, the apelike grunting evolved upward again to the point where a bare paucity was spoken. Both had become such adept wielders of Occam’s razor that they had honed their use of the language to the point where one word was sufficient to carry a day.

  Fifteen years ago, when Simon Peter was thirty-six, he and his father had set out in silence to look for scollops, each dressed in raingear of old cap, tattered topcoat and flopping Wellingtons. It was the last job they worked together. It was the last time the father treated the son like a child: picking up scollops Simon Peter had cut and cleaned and, with a grunt, pointing to a missed protrusion even though it wouldn’t have interfered with the thatching at all; handing the offending scollop back to Simon Peter for correction instead of nicking off the small imperfection with his own knife.

  Together in the drizzling rain, they plundered the clumps of slender shoots. They measured each scollop from armhole to tip of index finger, pointed each end with one swipe of the knife, and dressed each piece by nicking off every growth and bump. They placed the pliant rods in bundles across two pieces of old binder twine and finally tied them together, leaving them in the soaking grass to be picked up later in the pony and cart.

  They would need two thousand scollops, and it was the father who kept a running tally of the number gathered. The inside-out cigarette box, picked up off a street in Gohen, and the stub of pencil which his shaky fingers fumbled out of his waistcoat pocket before each bundle was tied up, were two more symbols of the father’s autocracy and the son’s subservience.

  Around the edges of the wet fields they went, ravaging stands of hazel, black sally and eggbush shoots. After each plundering, they set out for the next clump without reference to each other. Even if there had been a narrow channel of communication open between them, there would have been no need to discuss where to go next—each knew every bush, tree and briar in the hedges of the farm.

  As side by side they cut, measured, pointed and dressed, Simon Peter noticed his father straining to match him scollop for scollop. He became aware of his father’s breathing, saw that he hesitated each time he dropped a fresh scollop on the bundle. But in his heart, Simon Peter was not sympathetic to the older man’s distress. There was no reason why his father should be out in the rain working like this. But the old man was stubborn, and he would show the world he could keep up with his son. And by keeping up with him he would retain the right to make all the decisions that affected their lives.

  With the father leading the way, the two men were trudging to the far side of the Beech Field when the father stopped walking. He put his hand to his chest. Simon Peter quickened his step.

  “Are you all right?” he asked. Then, as he stepped over to the old man’s side, he realized his father was about to die. The son dropped his scollop knife and caught his father as he fell into him. Simon Peter eased the lifeless body down onto the wet earth. Then, as if reacting to some old instinct, he knelt down on the sopping ground, and with his arms around the shoulders he hadn’t touched since he was a child, he laid the side of his face on his father’s chest. From the depths of his belly, jagged sobs clawed their way up his throat and spread themselves over his father’s body like blankets of remorse and sorrow.

  When the sobs had worn themselves out, Simon Peter spoke in the gulping voice that can only be managed after a long cry. “I always thought we’d have time to talk to each other. I always thought there would be a time.” Then he whispered, “I’m so fucking sorry, so fucking sorry.”

  Twenty minutes after his father died, Simon Peter stood up, took off his raggedy topcoat and covered the cooling body. Across the soaking April fields he slogged, the chocolate-colored water from old hoof-holes squirting up in the air when he inattentively stepped into them. When he reached the farmyard, he wheeled his bike out of the shed and set off to get the priest and the doctor in Gohen.

  On the uncomfortable sawhorse in his turf shed, Simon Peter Lamb came to himself, his head bent and the spyglass dangling from his hands between his legs. “May God have mercy on him and on Mam, too. I hope Mikey and myself never get to the point where Pops and myself got.”

  He brought the spyglass to his eye and searched until he caught Eddie Coughlin still working the straw.

  “They won’t be ready for Mattie Mulhall for a couple of days.” Simon Peter folded the spyglass into itself. “I wonder are they expecting visitors. If they start whitewashing after the thatching, it’ll be a sure sign someone’s on the way. The only one they have is the brother in India. ’Course the pope could be coming to see them, and Bridie and Eddie wouldn’t tell anyone.”

  Simon Peter pulled the sawhorse back out of the doorway and went into the kitchen to the knife-and-fork drawer.


  5

  In the Sunroom

  In which David Samuel Howard, Esq., speculates that the ancient community of Gohen and adjacent townlands may have been unsettled by the occurrence of two new people in their midst.

  MISTER HOWARD HELD UP his hand like a child about to ask permission to go to the bathroom. “Hold on, Patrick,” he said. “The old prostate is encroaching on the urethra.”

  “Gosh, Sam, you could be a little more delicate,” his wife said. “We do have company.”

  Mister Howard levered himself onto his feet. “You know I am being delicate, Else.”

  A smile twitched at Elsie’s mouth, but she would not give in to it.

  “It’s nice to be at the age where one can live without fear of the reprimand,” Sam said as he went out.

  “Patrick,” Missus Howard said immediately, “Sam told me your entire family emigrated to England together.”

  “Yes, two girls, three boys and my parents.”

  “That must have been terrible for everyone.”

  “Yes, it was.”

  Missus Howard noticed twinges of pain in Patrick’s eyes, and she quickly veered off onto a different scent. “How did you manage to make a success of yourself in a new country in such a short time?”

  “It was luck to a large extent,” Patrick said.

  “We make our own luck, like you said yourself. What did you do to make it happen?”

  “I was an avid reader, and it showed in my school essays. A teacher took me under his wing.”

  “Ah!” Missus Howard almost purred the word, sighed the sound as if she could already see many pieces floating down out of the air to take their places in a grand design.

  “Mister Charrot was his name—Jules Charrot. After I took the O Levels he made sure I continued on into sixth form and took the advanced level in the General Certificate. He set my sights on the University of Birmingham and tutored me to win an exhibition to read English.”

  Missus Howard silently clapped her hands together. “There are saints all around us, even though I don’t believe in God. They make up for the rest of us.”

  “Mister Charrot was a good man, a saint if you like,” Patrick said. “On alternate Mondays during my years in Birmingham, I received a brown envelope with a red ten-shilling note inside. Even when I told him I had a secret benefactor straight out of Dickens, he never admitted his assistance. ‘Abel Magwitch is still alive,’ I’d tell him to assure him the money was reaching me.”

  “A story like that gives me a warm feeling all over and at the same time makes me feel so inadequate. I haven’t given back near as much as I’ve taken.”

  “Like you said, Else, the saints make up for the rest of us. And I do know that you ran a thrift shop here in Gohen for many years.”

  With her left hand, Missus Howard waved away Patrick’s reference to her care of the poor of the town.

  “Mister Charrot would have shrugged off any reference to his goodness just like you did now, Else.”

  “Is he still alive—Mister Charrot?” she asked quickly, as if embarrassed that her own saintliness had entered the conversation.

  “No, he died sixteen years ago. When he retired he moved to Muker, and we—Molly and I—got to know the Dales from visiting him. He always insisted that we climb to the top step of the Literary Institute in Muker when we went for a walk. ‘So we can sit and look down on the pheasants,’ he’d say.”

  “He must have been very proud of you, must have had a wonderful sense of fulfillment through you.”

  “He did. He was a widower, had no children, so I became his son and then Molly became his daughter. One day when we were walking around the cemetery surrounding the village church, he showed me the place where he would be buried beside his wife. A few months later we were sitting at the institute and I told him Molly and I had bought the plot beside his. He put his arm across my shoulders and pulled me into himself—not bad for an Englishman.”

  “Not bad for an Englishman, indeed,” Missus Howard echoed, “and very touching for a man with no children of his own.”

  “Who had no children?” Mister Howard asked as he approached the door to the sunroom.

  “Sam! You know I hate it when you do that—walk into the middle of a conversation and say ‘what?’”

  “I didn’t say what. I said who.”

  Patrick wondered if the Howards kept their relationship lively and healthy by knocking sparks off each other at every opportunity. At first, he’d been uncomfortable with their sniping, but now he thought they weren’t sniping at all. They were like two pieces of old field-flint keeping each other sharp and showing their love with their gentle whacking off each other. They were like two children who slap and smack and push each other at every passing to show their affection.

  Mister Howard stood beside his chair. “A man often has great thoughts when he’s relieving himself,” he announced. “There must be some chemical infusion into the brain with the exfusion of urine from the body.”

  “It must be a male thing,” his wife said. “And there’s no such word.”

  “Maybe it is a man thing,” her husband said absently. “Patrick, you have surely read The Valley of the Squinting Windows? I finally read it ten years ago after hearing about it all my life. I think it’s a hateful book, and so does Else. MacNamara revealed himself as the most scrofulous old yenta in the village, even though he didn’t write a word about himself. He must have been a miserable old bollicks, a genuine gobshite. There was only one observation in the whole book that had some validity for me: ‘they,’ the village people, ‘hate the occurrence of new people in their midst.’ I don’t agree with the word ‘hate’; I would agree, though, that the occurrence of new people in any group can give rise to a general anxiety.” Sam looked at his wife and Patrick.

  “And . . . ?” Else asked.

  “And . . . and Father Coughlin and Doul Yank Gorman, for all practical purposes, were new people even though they were born here.”

  “Wait now, Sam,” Else interrupted. “Are you saying Coughlin and Doul Yank Gorman were murdered simply because they were new arrivals among an old, established group?”

  “Stop saying ‘murdered,’ Else. All I’m saying is that they were new people in our midst, and they both caused anxiety among some people. Else, you must stop saying they were murdered.”

  “Oh, for God’s sake, Sam! Will you give up on that? Everyone in Gohen knows that Mattie Mulhall shot his uncle Doul Yank Gorman, and everyone knows there was hanky-panky on Sally Hill where the priest died. And why are you bringing The Valley of the—?”

  “I’m trying to paint in some background so Patrick will better understand any conclusions he may reach.”

  “Sounds to me like you’re preparing Patrick . . . like you’re getting ready to put . . . What do the Americans call it? Spin . . . sounds like you’re preparing to do some spinning to keep Patrick from finding what he’s looking for.”

  “Me a spin doctor? That’s a good one, Else.” Sam sat down. “By the way, did I interrupt something when I came back from the john?”
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