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For my brother Michael



AUTHOR’S NOTE

Colonization is one of the world’s oldest stories—history, as the saying goes, is geography. Thus, the freedom struggles of countries trying to overthrow their invaders have given us some of our most dramatic legends and our most enduring myths.

The drama is universal. A volcanic core of indigenous people rages secretly against occupation, waiting to erupt. Around them resides a quiet majority, coping with domination. On top of both sits a foreign ruling class, imposed upon and exploiting those below. From afar, the controlling power rules severely—until the inevitable revolution comes.

This is a tale that gets told over and over, in differing ways. Some who joined the conflict fascinate their children with heroic memories. Others simply live out the occupied time, observing but not participating. And when it’s over, the formal historians move in to research and interpret; some of them even believe sincerely in objectivity.

This book tells the story of a passionate romance within an epic struggle for nationhood, and the narrators who tell it embody these varying perspectives: A thoughtful wanderer considers his country’s upheavals alongside his heart’s obsession; the fierce activist records his tale for his nation’s archive; and a modern commentator tries to remain objective, until he discovers, deep in his researches, that in Ireland everything is personal, especially the past.



Tipperary



1

[image: image]

Be careful about me. Be careful about my country and my people and how we tell our history. We Irish prefer embroideries to plain cloth. If we are challenged about this tendency, we will deny it and say grimly: “We have much to remember.”

“But,” you may argue, “isn’t memory at least unreliable? And often a downright liar?”

Maybe. To us Irish, though, memory is a canvas—stretched, primed, and ready for painting on. We love the “story” part of the word “history,” and we love it trimmed out with color and drama, ribbons and bows. Listen to our tunes, observe a Celtic scroll: we always decorate our essence. This is not a matter of behavior; it is our national character.

As a consequence of this ornamenting, we are accused of revising the past. People say that we reinvent the truth, especially when it comes to the history of our famous oppression by England, the victimhood that has become our great good fortune.

And do we? Do we embellish that seven hundred years since the Norman barons sailed to our southeast shores? Do we magnify those men in silver armor, though they stood only five feet six inches tall? Do we make epic those little local wars, often fought across rivers no more than some few feet wide? Do we render monumental the tiny revolutions fought on cabbage patches by no more than dozens of men with pitchforks and slings?

Perhaps we do. And why should we not? After all, what is history but one man’s cloak cut from the beautiful cloth of Time?

Customarily, history is written by the victors; in Ireland the vanquished wrote it too and wrote it more powerfully. That is why I say, “Be careful about my country and how we tell our history.” And in this account of my life as I have so far lived it, you will also have to make up your own mind about whether I too indulge in such invention, in particular about myself.

All who write history have reasons for doing so, and there is nothing so dangerous as a history written for a reason of the heart. The deeper the reason, the more unreliable the history; that is why I say, “Be careful about me.”

[image: image]

Those paragraphs, written in a looping brown script, sat undisturbed for seventy-five years in a large wooden chest. They lay beneath a pile of clothing: a lady’s green gown; a heavier and more ornate green brocade coat, with cream silk finishings; some brown leather gauntlets; a small velvet sack containing tresses of brown hair; and a pair of lady’s buttoned boots.

The longtime owner of this trunk, an uncaring man with a runny nose, knew nothing about it or where it came from. It had been sitting for some years in a corner of the shed attached to his hardware premises and, ungifted by curiosity, he had never opened it. To this day he can’t recall anything other than that he “bought it from a pair of tinkers,” whose tribe had been buying and selling antique furniture and junk all over Ireland in the early 1990s. The travelers, when traced and asked, said that they “couldn’t remember it,” that they often bought and sold a vanload of “stuff” (or, as they pronounce it, “shtuff”) in that town.

Now the chest rests in an attic of a county library in the south of Ireland. The man who donated it bought it from the hardware shop; he recognized it from a description he had been given by a family friend who had often talked about it and who had searched for it.

As a piece of furniture or an antique, it has little interest. Made of oak, with sharp, squared corners, it has a simple brass lock and two ordinary, serviceable handles; and when the lid is raised, the timbers still yield a faint, musty smell, that familiar incense of the past—probably from the fabric of the clothing. However, the antique objects, together with the written contents, assembled with other papers and letters, will soon form an exhibit in the museum section of the library.

It is expected to arouse strong interest—on account of the main document and the story it tells. In a great personal drama, the two principal characters played out their lives against a backdrop of Ireland’s most crucial historical period.

The narrator with the sloping handwriting was a man named Charles O’Brien, part wanderer, part journalist, many parts lover. After he wrote those opening “Be careful” sentences, he loaded his document so copiously with details of his world that it has been entirely possible to trace him and his story, and the lives of those he knew or encountered, and the forces and mysteries that became part of his life.

His document, apart from the slightly crumpled top and bottom pages, has remained in excellent condition. Although time and the weight of the clothing in the oak chest compressed the pages, Mr. O’Brien had been careful (and wealthy enough) to use high-quality writing paper, and he wrote with expensive ink, which did not fade; when even the innermost pages were gingerly pulled apart, they lost none of their legibility.

The handwriting helps—his big-handed script had no affectations; every word he wrote is rewardingly legible. As is his style, and in this, Mr. O’Brien was also a man of his time. Other than a breaking down of sentence length and an occasional formality, few major permanent changes have occurred in English writing fashions since the middle of the nineteenth century. The writers of the period, such as Robert Louis Stevenson (who lived from 1850 to 1894), could have been writing today, so fresh seems their general idiom.

Directly after his opening apologia, Mr. O’Brien tells the first of his many tales, a vivid account of an incident from his childhood.

[image: image]

I commence writing this volume (whose genesis and purpose I will presently explain) with a memory that haunts me, and that blazes with the fire at the core of Ireland’s history during my early lifetime—the struggle over land.

This report may seem to come from the storehouse of distant recollection, but it has the higher value of immediacy because, at my father’s request, I began writing it directly we reached home on the day in question. Save for adjusting boyish errors and excesses, and maturing the style into adult expression, I have not tampered with the account since I wrote it, in June 1869.

I had just reached my ninth birthday. My father and I had been visiting Mr. and Mrs. Treece, near neighbors and well-known to my parents. They owned a good-sized farm, which had been given to the Treece family for helping Oliver Cromwell on his fiery rampage through Ireland in the 1650’s.

Mrs. Treece seemed to like me. I remember her as lovely, and I know from my parents’ comments that she was considered a great beauty—tall, full-figured, and with a slight snort when she laughed. (My father often made her laugh; my father was a benign and humorous man.) Mr. Treece frightened me; I never found his jokes amusing, and he had that disconcerting trait of making an outrageous assertion without regard to its truth.

“All men who are fair-haired as boys tend to go mad in later life,” he said to me that day. I may have doubted him—but I wished for many days thereafter that I had my brother Euclid’s coal-black, rod-straight hair, instead of my own Viking curls.

As we departed their doorstep, Mr. Treece suddenly said to my father, “Bernard, I think I’ll ride alongside of you—I have a bit of business happening out the road and I might need you to witness it.”

We waited in his cobblestoned yard while he saddled up a great mare, close to eighteen hands high. Down the avenue, out through the gates, he rode along beside us, chatting down to my father; Barney, lunging between the shafts of our yellow ponytrap, wanted to race Mr. Treece’s horse.

The dampness of the morning had now cleared, with the clouds in those formations that I find unique to Tipperary—big white fleeces drifting across a powdery blue sky. A mile or so along the road to Cashel, Mr. Treece said, “We’re down here” and spurred his horse. My father hesitated as though he might not follow; he actually halted the pony. Then he changed his mind and we swung into a lane behind Mr. Treece and his horse’s rump.

Around a bend, under some trees, the lane ended and we rode on to a wide place of open grass bordered by the woods. My father said, “Oh damn-and-blast” and pulled up Barney so hard that I was pitched forward on the leather seats; and my father, still talking to himself, said, “Huh. I was afraid this was what the bugger meant.”

Straight ahead, a knot of people milled around a long, low house with a thatched roof and whitewashed walls, the kind of dwelling very common in our countryside. Two or three apple trees stood near a small wall that confined a little garden in front of the red door. Outside the house, men in uniform, some on foot and some on horseback, swirled in a commotion. My father breathed, “They’ve brought in the soldiers. Boys-oh-dear!”

Other men, big-boned laborers, backed up two huge, head-plunging horses with flowing manes until their large, high-sided farm cart met the low garden wall. The men began to unload the cart. First came some heavy wooden poles, which others began to set up in a great, high tripod; next, they hauled from the cart a rattling, clinking length of heavy chain, which they attached to the tripod’s neck. Finally, three of the men jumped on the cart and began to push and haul. In a moment or two, a huge wooden beam slid from the cart onto the little wall. It then eased down into the garden, where a workman leaned against it, to keep it in balance against the wall.

At that, a woman of about my mother’s age in a drab frock burst from the doorway, screaming. At full speed she attacked the workman near the beam with her fists. She hauled him, she kicked him, she pulled his hair—and she wrestled him to the ground beside the big wooden column. Other men grabbed the huge beam and prevented it from falling over. Two boys, one about sixteen and one close in age to myself, now ran out and joined in to help the woman, whom I presumed to be their mother.

Mr. Treece rode forward. My father muttered to himself, “Oh, typical, typical. The whip’ll be next, I suppose.” And, indeed, Mr. Treece had been carrying a long whip in his hand as he rode along beside us. (I remember that I thought: Why does he need it? My father never carries as much as a ridingcrop—he does it all, he says, with his knees, “as a horse-man should.”)

The boys retreated a pace or two, and the policemen in their dark tunics and the soldiers in their red tried to haul the woman off the man whom she was beating. When Mr. Treece shouted, they stood back to make room for him. Mr. Treece rode in and, leaning across the little wall, began to lash the woman and the two boys with his whip. He cut the woman about the face and head, he lashed the boys’ faces and their bare legs and their heads. When his whiplash left a stripemark on the wooden beam, even the uniformed men recoiled.

“And you want me to witness this, George Treece?” said my father to himself. “And you want me to witness this?”

Now Mr. Treece rode his horse into the pretty little cottage garden, and when he reached the kicking, screaming woman, he not only rained blows on her, he tried to pick his horse’s legs across the man and ride the hooves upon the woman.

She screeched, and he lashed her again with the whip many times. When she tried to grab the lash, she missed and fell; then she scrambled to her feet and ran into the house, her two boys after her. Mr. Treece called “Get up” to the man on the ground and pulled his horse back. The man arose and seemed rueful but none too injured; he stepped out of the garden and over to where the two big drays swished their tails.

By this time I had been transfixed and could not tear my eyes away—from a scene the likes of which I had never imagined, much less encountered. My father laid his hand on my head and said, “Home?” I did not look at him and he said, in a change-of-mind tone, “No. Maybe you’re the one who should be the witness,” and we stayed; indeed, he even edged a little closer and swung the ponytrap around for a better view.

Now I saw another player in the drama, a man of about my father’s age or older. He stood some twenty yards back from the proceedings, leaning against a tree, seemingly detained there by one of the policemen. When I had a better view, I saw that this man used a wooden crutch; sometime, somewhere, he had lost a leg. He was shaking his head, as if unable to come to grips with Life at that moment.

As I watched him, he began to shout, and the policeman tried to quiet him. Mr. Treece turned around on his horse, saw the man, spurred the animal over to him, and fetched the shouter a lash down across the head and face with the whip, and then another lash. The man would have reached to grab the whip but his uniformed custodian prevented him, and in any case Mr. Treece, generally excited and red-faced, rode back to the front of the house.

“Set it up,” he shouted at the knot of men. “What’s keeping you back? Set it up!”

The men bustled to assemble the apparatus. They hung the chain down between the poles of the tripod where it ended in a hook. Next, they manhandled the great column along the ground to a point where they could hook the chain into a ring on the wooden beam. When they had made the connection and reeled in some lengths of chain, the post swung clear of the ground like a long rectangular pendulum. They dragged and shoved until the tripod stood right against the wall of the house, near one of the small windows.

Sweating with exertion, the working gang hauled the swinging wooden beam—which seemed at least three feet thick—back from the tripod. For a moment they held it there, out at an angle. Then Mr. Treece shouted, “Let her go,” and they released the ram. It swung forward and battered into the window of the house and the wall beside.

My father muttered, “Oh, great Lord!”

Glass crashed and tinkled; the outside of the building fell apart in a blurt of whitewash and brown mortar; I was surprised and alarmed at how much of the house burst under that one swinging stroke. As the men steadied the ram, something flew from the doorway and they reeled back, yelling. Mr. Treece’s horse bucked as if stung.

Mr. Treece shouted. “The bitch! What is that?”

A policeman shouted, “Boiling porridge, sir”—someone in the house had hurled the contents of an oatmeal pot through the doorway.

“Draw your guns,” shouted Mr. Treece, and with only a short hesitation, all the military and all the police drew their guns with a rattle and held them ready, aimed at the cottage door. A silence fell. Portions of the wall continued to crumble. I looked at the man beneath the tree; he had begun to weep. His tears and his gasping, dismayed face seemed very different from the sadness of my father when my grandmother had died, or when he watched Mother sing his “beautiful Bellini.”

“Angle her and go again,” Mr. Treece shouted. Beneath a hedge of pointed guns the men rearranged the tripod’s angle to edge it farther along the wall. Once more they held back the thick battering ram and released it. This time, its impact went straight through the wall. The hole gaped so wide that we could see the woman inside the house, her face lined with blood from the whip’s lashes, which she tried to wipe away with a sleeve.

Mr. Treece shouted, “Get the bitch out of there!”

Nobody moved.

“Then shoot her!”

Under the tree, the one-legged man and his guard began to argue— and suddenly, to my surprise, the uniformed man stood back and the one-legged man crutched himself as awkwardly as a huge frog across the open space of grass toward the house.

The men in the gang saw him and stopped, allowing the battering-ram to swing gently against the house wall, where it made a hefty indentation and then came to rest after a few small bounces. Mr. Treece turned around to see what had grasped his men’s attention; he reined back his big horse and waited.

The one-legged man, who had black-gray hair and wore a shabby gray shirt without a collar, stopped for a moment beneath Mr. Treece’s horse. He looked up at the rider; Mr. Treece looked away. The man stepped into the doorway and beckoned; then he turned and led his wife and two sons into the sunshine. As they walked behind him, away from the door, the man called out to his family, “Take nothing. Not a thing.”

But they had taken something; my father muttered, “Oh, Lord, there’s an infant”—and I looked and saw the swaddled packet in its mother’s arms.

Still inside the little garden, where Mr. Treece’s horse had trampled some of the pretty flower-beds, and where the team of the battering-ram had ruined everything else, the man paused and held up a hand. Behind him, the bloodied members of his family halted.

He turned to them and said, in a loud voice, “Take a good look at this man on the horse. You already know who he is—he’s our landlord, George Treece. He’s evicting us. Evicting the wife and three children of a man who put on the King’s uniform and fought for England. He’s evicting us because he wants the land for grazing, because he thinks sheep and cattle more valuable than people. He’s evicting people whose family has lived in these fields for more than fifteen hundred years. Look at his face and never forget him—because if you don’t meet him again, you’ll meet his seed and breed.”

He didn’t shout these words; he spoke them more as an actor intending to reach an audience, or like a man with an orator’s gifts. At that moment it seemed to me that the entire world stood still.

Mr. Treece never spoke; his horse flinched a little, and snorted; the men with the battering-ram stood with their hands at their sides; and the men in uniform quietly lowered their guns and began to put them away. More than a few seemed uncomfortable.

Near the house stood a dense wood, into which this maimed ex-soldier led his wife, their babe-in-arms, and their two sons. Like characters in a magic tragedy they disappeared into the darkness of the trees; the last I saw of them was the blood on the legs of one of the boys. My father exhaled, “Boys-oh-dear.”

Mr. Treece wheeled his horse and rode out of the little cottage garden.

“You know what to do,” he shouted and stood his horse off some distance.

The men with the battering-ram and its tripod moved slowly enough.

“They’ve no stomach for it,” said my father. In all of this, he never addressed his remarks to me directly; rather, he suspended them in the air for me to inspect.

Slowly the work-gang began to move, aided now and then by a uniformed man, usually if he saw something about to go awry, such as a pole of the tripod about to slip or a slab of thatched roof about to fall down on top of them all. Nobody spoke to anybody. I heard grunts, I saw effort, men wiped sweat from their faces, and the dust from the thatch darkened them head to toe. Their labors concentrated on the front wall, with its two windows and its door, and when they had leveled it to the ground, the little house, with its table and few chairs and tall dresser with some plates on it, looked like something built for a theater in the open air.

At that moment, the men looked to Mr. Treece for direction, as though they might scavenge something for themselves.

“Put the furniture on the cart—we’ll throw it into the lake. Level everything else,” he roared. “Smash all. If they didn’t think enough of it to take it with them, it’s worthless. Like they were.”

At home, when we heard china break, our housekeeper, Cally, would call from the kitchen her famous apology to Mother (and my father, with a grin, would silently mouth the words): “Wet hands, ma’am.” Now, though, the crashing of this crockery sounded different—multiple, deliberate, and awful. For some reason that I could not divine, this affected my father most of all; he wiped a hand across his face, murmuring again, “And he wanted me to witness this.”

A fire had been burning on the hearth; the men trampled it out with their boots until only a wisp of smoke rose from the earth, a blue dying breath. Father and I stared at the scene, and we sat in dull silence thereafter for what seemed like an hour.

By the time he turned Barney’s head for home, my father had become pale and morose, not at all like him. He was a merry sort of man with apple-red cheeks; he was thirty-two that week and had much enjoyed being teased by Mother about getting old. Now I worried, and tried to speak to him. I moved from my side of the ponytrap and sat on his seat and leaned my head against his heavy sleeve. He thought that I sought comfort from him and reached his arm about my shoulders—but I wanted to make him feel less sad. At the last possible moment, we looked back.

All the walls had come down; they had toppled the chimney. Hauling the cart, the great horses were being led back and forth, back and forth, across the debris, trampling the remains of that modest homestead into the ground. The men had now taken up shovels and were turning the earth in all directions, and by noon the next day, I reckoned, we would scarce have known that people had ever dwelt there. The history of that home had come to an end—and we did not even know the family’s name.

But then Father gripped my arm.

“Look! The edge of the wood.”

In the county Tipperary we have marvelous forests, deep and absorbing, with hazelnuts and crab-apples, ash and sycamore, cool, spreading oaks and wide, rewarding beeches. Under these branches, in the shadowy treeline beside this destroyed household, local people had begun to materialize, like ghosts out of the darkness. They never quite stepped into the sunlight but I somehow knew that they had been there all along, watching. Men and women, both young and ancient, boys and girls, both small and growing, all dressed in the uniform shabbiness of the people who lived in the cottages, all gaunt with the same undernourishment—they stood shoulder to shoulder among the green ferns and the red bracken, a long, thin, single line of witnesses, gazing calmly but intently at the eviction.

A hundred or more, white-faced and grave, and unmoved of expression, they never made their presence felt; they spoke not at all. So shadowy did they appear that they might have come from Hades or any other place where Shades dwell.

We watched them for no more than two or three minutes—and then they stepped softly back into the trees, where, as though dissolving, they vanished into the shadows. I almost felt that I had been dreaming.

So moved were Father and I at the sight of these specters that we started with surprise when Mr. Treece shouted. He beckoned to my father—who abruptly turned his head away and flicked Barney homeward with the long carriage whip.

“Don’t you talk to me, George Treece,” he muttered and never said another word until we reached home.

Mother came to the door when we stepped down from the trap. Pen in one hand, spectacles in the other, she had been doing what she called her “work,” the farm ledgers.

“Where were you? You were a long time.” She looked at my father, saw his moroseness. “Oh.” She stopped. “What happened—?”

“George Treece,” said Father, sighing and grim.

Mother knew how Father loathed evictions; he had never put anybody off his own land. And she evidently knew Mr. Treece’s reputation in such matters.

“Again?” she said, disturbed.

“Again,” said my father.

“Who this time?”

“You know them by sight,” he said to her. “That man who lost his leg—I can never remember his name.” He sighed.

“But didn’t they have a baby last month?”—and she frowned at me. “Go wash and change, Charles.”

And then at dinner, a somber, quiet, and somewhat puzzled dinner, when even Euclid, who was only four, had the sense not to say a word, Father said to me, “Please write down what you saw. It will last longer if you do it. These things will need to be known one day.”
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None of that Treece family can be found in Tipperary today. Their property dissolved early in the twentieth century, when, under new legislation, the British government set a price for any landlord who wished to sell. In many cases, their native Irish neighbors—their former tenants— became the new purchasers, and saw it as no more than the recovery of their ancestral rights. By then, anyway, many of the landlords had been trying in vain to collect their Irish rents. A Treece hadn’t lived in the county for years—the name gave off too foul an odor for safety.

The man with the whip died as he lived. A report in The Limerick Reporter & Tipperary Vindicator in April 1880 tells that “Mr. George Treece, late of Ballintemple, Tipperary, died at his home in Ontario, Canada, following a fall from his horse, in a violent incident now being investigated by the authorities. He had migrated to Canada in 1872”—that is, three years after the eviction witnessed by the young Charles O’Brien; no further details were given.

Within days after that eviction, Ireland’s ballad tradition, a powerful underground, cleared its throat and began to mock:



To hell with the Treeces, that rack-renting crowd;
Their finest apparel’s the brown winding-shroud;
From your cats they’d steal fur, from your sheep steal the fleece;
The world’s better off when it buries a Treece.



Mr. O’Brien makes a slight error when he says that the Treeces had been rewarded “for helping Oliver Cromwell on his fiery rampage through Ireland in the 1650’s.” So they had, but the reward consisted of being granted a bigger acreage in Tipperary than the estate they already farmed in the poorer county of Clare, some sixty miles to the west.

Originally the Treece family had come over from Yorkshire. They formed part of the Munster Plantation in the late 1500s, which sought to replace the native Irish in the country’s southernmost province with loyal English subjects. Many went back to England and Scotland when the tides of history began to drown them.

But others of those colonists stayed on. They were called “planters,” because they had been planted in the land from which the native Irish had been uprooted. Now they rode the waves of change, and having caused much of the past’s turbulence, they had to survive in the ever more violent future.

Of the nameless tenant’s house torn down in that eviction, not the slightest vestige remains, not even a mark on the ground. Its location—or, rather, the outlined locus of a tenancy—can still be traced on nineteenth-century land maps. An old fence post still stands that might have marked the tenant boundary, but the ground has long been pasture, probably since the day George Treece leveled the place.

The woods, though, have survived, and increased. After the 1921 treaty between Ireland and England, the new Irish Forestry Commission took over that terrain northeast of the town of Tipperary, close to the village of Dundrum. It maintained the fine growths planted by English governors, and even though some modern house building has encroached on the roads up from the sawmill, the countryside still offers a deep sense of peace. And there are still tall ferns and bracken at the edge of the trees.

As for the people who, in Charles O’Brien’s words, “lived in the cottages, all gaunt with the same undernourishment”—they must have traveled some distance that day. Many no doubt came from the village of Dundrum, where the Treeces were particularly hated. It also seems likely that some walked out from the town of Tipperary itself—word of a threatened eviction spread like wildfire in those days.

The fact that they brought no weapons suggests that (a) they had heard in advance that a militia would attend; typically, such evictions could be accompanied by stone throwing and, in larger or more desperate cases, riots. Or, and equally possible, (b) they were generally too disempowered and hungry to offer any significant resistance.

Charles O’Brien’s choice to begin his manuscript with such an incident begins to explain why he called his document a “History.” He prefers not to call it an “autobiography” or “memoir” because he sought to perceive the dramatic personal events of his own life in tandem with the political upheavals of the era.

[image: image]

As already stated, I have recounted that eviction scene because it has recurrently haunted me; also, because I found it emblematic of the political and social agitations in the Ireland into which I was born. Now I add another reason. The Treece eviction, with its compelling elements of passion, violence, and land, has come to form the opening chapter in what amounts to a History of My Own Life—a task that I undertook for a most specific and personal purpose, which I will here explain.

In the year 1900, when I was forty, I had not yet married (to my mother’s oft-stated concern). Then I met an exceptional person. As you shall soon know the whole tale, let me abridge it here by saying that I found myself hurled into a passion deeper than any of which I had read or ever imagined; it was Abélard to Héloïse, Dante for Beatrice, Arthur and Guinevere at Camelot. It elevated my spirit and yet pitched me into an awful confusion, one in which I lost direction for a time long enough to make me think I might never recover it. My wooing began in passion, was defined by violence, and ended up circumscribed by land; and all these elements molded my soul as surely and as fiercely as George Treece and his whip shaped the life of that unfortunate little family.

Of the passion, I shall write more and at greater length—indeed it is, in the main part, the purpose of this History. As to the violence, with the irony that has run through my life as a vein runs down my arm, it began days after I had met this marvelous young woman who, without her knowledge, became the core of my life. I recall reflecting that it was as though the great new beauty in my heart required balancing by the force of the world.

The first attack came after I had spent an afternoon in the city of Limerick, seeking the help of a dear friend. She had listened carefully to my lyrical descriptions of my new love, and then counseled me wisely on how to win the girl. I had left her house and was walking along a street when I saw two men, one fat, one thin, and a shabby woman lounging by a shop entrance. They did not catch my eye in any significant way; they were disheveled and, I thought, of a low type.

Of a sudden, after I had passed them, I received a blow on the side of my head. Never before, not as a child or a boy, had I felt as much as a mild cuff on the ear or any personal assault—and now physical violence arrived with ferocity. A stinging noise sang like a bee in my brain—and more blows landed. Pain seared my mouth as a back tooth was knocked loose; a boot on the shins made me shout with pain. For reasons that I did not yet understand, I thought of Saul on the road to Damascus. My shin received a severe gash, a hobnailed boot struck my hip. More blows on the side of the head followed, more kicks on the shins and hips; I was bewildered and close to tears; I would have wept, I think, had it not become so urgent to fight back.

I began to defend myself—and straightaway hurt my knuckles when my fist struck the fat man of the attackers, not on his face but on a bone of his shoulder, because I aimed the punch incompetently.

“Get him on the ground,” the woman shouted. “On the ground!”

Next, both men clambered upon me and their accomplice, with her thin pointy nose, ran forward and began to hit my face and head with her little fists. This annoyed me beyond measure, especially as I, a gentleman, could not fight against a woman.

I began to spin around in a circle, very swiftly, to avoid the harridan’s slaps and to dislodge the two villains who were swinging upon me. The fat one fell off quickly and squealed in pain like an infant, and that improved my morale. Although the other person clung tighter, I soon dislodged him too, and I must have shrugged them both off with some force because they lay on the ground in a moaning disorder. The woman came rushing at me, waving her mean and dirty little hands, shouting, “Now look at you! You’re after doing them damage!”

This seemed illogical (even for Ireland), so I said, “But, madam, they attacked me.”

“You’re a scut, that’s what you are—you’re a rank scut.”

Then, as a gentleman opened his door to clear this commotion from the front of his house, the small woman ran away. The two men, moaning and groaning, rose from the mud of the street and took themselves off too. I retrieved my hat, which showed no damage, bowed slightly to the inquisitive house-owner, who went back indoors, and continued on my way.

Who were they? I do not know. At first I assumed that footpads, robbers, had come upon me—but they had made no attempt to take money or valuables (and I was wearing an excellent watch). Next I presumed mistaken identity—that some family or neighborhood fracas had spilt over into the wider streets of the city, and I had somehow been mistaken for a member of the dispute. My questions progressed; perhaps somebody had hired them to attack me, because the assailants and their female companion did not have the appearance of people whom I—a gentleman, and of good family—knew or would have sought for company? But who might have hired them? I believed myself generally popular— even though I admit one or two antagonisms in life, as any man may acquire; but I had no gambling creditors, jealous husbands, or the usual such adversaries.

Now came what I think of as my Damascene moment! To be assailed physically is to be reduced temporarily to a form of helplessness not unlike childhood. I felt unprotected and in danger. At the same time, here was I endeavoring to win the heart—and the life’s companionship—of an unusual and important young woman whom I had recently met, and yet I felt as weak as water. My next thought was: If a pair of ruffians may so dislodge my general resolve, what right can I have in my romantic ambitions? “Faint heart never won fair lady”; truly, “only the brave deserve the fair.”

Generally, in those days, I ambled through the world; I was a reasonable and wandering fellow, I went about my vocation trying to heal the sick, and I took little thought beyond the morrow. But now! In a blaze of mental and emotional power, I resolved to become the master and commander of my life. Under a streetlamp, I stood and regained my composure, and felt the vow forming in my heart—the vow to alter myself and become remarkable.

My method became the material that you now see here: My Life as a History of Which I Am Author. I did not set out to be vainglorious. It is rather that I hoped by setting my events and remembrances down on paper, I might come to understand, as a first step, how to make myself outstanding. Writing the History of my life would, I believed, help me come to terms with my fortunes, and lead me through the rapids of this new and dominating passion to which I must fit myself.

As I reflected, a mist lifted and a calm floated down upon me. I thought: If I can make myself into a good man, a fine man, then it follows as the night the day that I shall be loved as I wish to be, by the person whose love I seek. (My father said many times, “Give her up, she’s a losing bet.” I could not.)

But how would I sustain the effort? I have a fear of boredom and therefore, in this charting of my life, I soon knew that I must write about matters other than myself. To avoid impatience with the little details of my own days, I would need a device. Happily, I had one at hand.

I could see from the politics of Ireland that I stood on the lid of a boiling pot—all politics stem from anger at something or other. And since my own life had now been set ablaze with unfulfilled passion, the fever in my country, it seemed, echoed the fever in my heart. In short, I would write a History of my country in my lifetime and it would also be a History of my life.

How different it could be, I thought. I have had the good fortune to see Ireland at first hand, often in most intimate circumstances, because I commenced my adult life as a Traveling Healer. Up and down Ireland I visited the ailing in their homes. Castle or cottage, I cured them—or tried to. With drinks and poultices made from the herbs of the countryside, plucked from the hedgerows and sometimes mixed with secret mineral powders, I was often able to make people better in their health; I brought about recovery. As a consequence they loved me, they welcomed me back into their houses, they celebrated me—and they gave me their confidences.

Next I acquired another means of intimate access to my country’s people. Although I am neither trained historian nor scholar, I have always gathered people’s tales and I have always enjoyed meeting figures of interest and significance. Thus, while healing the sick, I also worked as a Traveling Correspondent. I was retained permanently by no one periodical; rather, I gathered impressions—of peoples, places, occurrences—and put them together and submitted them.

Many of my accounts and essays appeared in distinguished journals and newspapers, notably the Vindicator, and I was much fulfilled by that. Consequently, I was granted access to anybody whom I chose to meet; I am still astonished by the zeal with which people want to see their names in printed pages. Thus my twin professions of healer and scribe opened many doors. I felt confident that the narrations I derived from such a life would stand one day as a modest achievement, a small personal History of Ireland during my lifetime—a life of love and pain and loss and trouble and delight and knowledge.
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A portrait in oils of the woman with whom Charles O’Brien fell in love hangs in Trinity College, Dublin. It was painted by Sir William Orpen, a distinguished Anglo-Irish artist of the Edwardians. Orpen saw a very beautiful thirty-year-old woman of determined character. Her heavy and shiny fair hair has been cut to neck length. Orpen painted her mouth in a straight line, and her brown eyes looked directly at him.

He seated her in a chair covered with gold velvet, and she is wearing a plain, rich, cream dress, like the wife of a Roman senator; there’s some beading at the boat-shaped neck. Her hands clutch the arms of the chair; she wears many rings; her shoes are simple, strong, and black.

The little brass plaque on the gilt frame beneath the canvas reads, “April Somerville, London 1912”—and that is why the painting proved so hard to trace. Mr. O’Brien met her as “April Burke,” in Paris, in 1900, when she was eighteen.

She had an unusual personality. When he met her, he saw initially a young woman who detonated charges within him. That ignition evidently happened at first sight, a fact remarkable in itself but not all that unusual in the often powerfully volatile psyche of the adventurous and energetic nineteenth-century man.

What he could not have seen at that moment—but would soon begin to observe and report—was the tail of the comet. Behind this young woman trailed a legend of intrigue; it included the sulfurous whiff of blackmail, heart-cutting tragedy, plus an old scandal at whose core lay a mystery. And she also brought danger and actual harm to those who loved her.

Throughout his “History,” however, Mr. O’Brien never casts her in that light. Always and ever she is his great love, and while those around him gasped at her behavior, he never judged her anything but wonderful.

Charles O’Brien lived in a culture of narrative. The Irish people of his era, with, as yet, scant literature to hand, told the world in stories. Naturally, therefore, he begins at the beginning—of his own existence, with his first memories. As he embarks upon his journey to “improve” himself, his “History” also supplies a portrait of life in a well-to-do Irish rural family of the mid-nineteenth century.
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The names of my parents are as follows: Bernard Michael O’Brien, from the county Tipperary, and the former Amelia Charlotte Goldsmith, from the county Roscommon; he a Catholic, she what they mistakenly call “Protestant.” The term should technically refer only to the Reformed churches who protested Rome as Luther did. In Ireland, it applies to every person not a Catholic, and therefore my mother, an Irish Anglican or Irish Episcopalian, a member of the Church of Ireland, is counted Protestant.

My parents thus entered what is said to be “a mixed marriage.” Father came from the ancient Irish native roots that went into this ground once the Great Ice Age melted, ten thousand years ago; and Mother sprang from the English “strangers” who have long ruled this island. Our branch of the O’Brien tribe or clan managed to hold on to their land down the oppressed and confiscating centuries. Mother’s antecedents, of the same stripe as those oppressors and confiscators, came into Ireland around 1590 and were given many, many acres in reward for their military support in the great English attempt to eradicate the Irish people. She therefore qualifies as “Anglo-Irish.”

Let me define the nomenclature once and for all. The Anglo-Irish comprise that peculiar breed of people of English ancestry who settled in Ireland on land that was taken by force from the native Irish. By virtue of having been planted in their new acres militarily, they became economically superior to the natives—a superiority they also assumed to be social; and they spoke a different language (the Queen’s English). Soon they had so thoroughly merged with their new land as to be neither English nor Irish. Many of them—in fact, most—fell passionately in love with the country that they were given; they became infected with its imagination, and they made significant contributions to it. Many others behaved like ignorant, bullying savages.

Whether I am Irish or Anglo-Irish I do not know; I fit the hat to the moment, and as a consequence both peoples greet me as their own. With the grandees in their limestone mansions and their vividly painted walls and their great furnishings and objets d’art I have an easy familiarity. But with the native-born folk in the cottages and small farms and their wonderful spirit, their music, their passion, their stories in their dense, ringing accents—with them I am alive to the quick.

To keep this adroit balance going, to broaden the tightrope a little under my feet, I—almost militantly—do not practice any religion, although I was tutored as a Catholic and can spout the liturgy with the best of priests.

My family lived in a house on a wooded hill in County Tipperary. I was born there, on the twenty-first day of June 1860, not far from Cashel, which is a landlocked and fertile town, a fortress of Ireland’s faith in medieval times. At my conception some wonderful spiritual exchange must have happened between my father and my mother, because my chief asset is, I believe, a notable zest, an exuberant, rich energy for all the excellent things that Life can bring.

I love wines, I play a smooth hand at cards, and such horses as I have wagered upon have almost won a number of races. Travel delights me, the opportunity to look upon other faces in other circumstances. I enjoy good company with many tales told, and I have been given to understand that my gifts as a raconteur stand up well.

Excitement has come to me often, and its glories make me impatient with those who have not understood it, who have often used words such as “reckless” and “feckless” when they speak of me to others. (This being Ireland, I hear such remarks not long after they are uttered—even if they were spoken at the opposite end of the country.)

Some parental characteristics have landed upon me. My father too had hair the color of hay; now his head resembles an egg; and my mother has grave, gray eyes that lit up when she and my father engaged in one of their jostling talks.

“Amelia, your eyes rob me of my arguments,” he would say, and he’d touch her cheeks with those huge hands of his, which I have inherited. (Many ladies have spoken to me of my own gray eyes, and I have my mother’s laugh-crinkles.)

Neither parent had the blessing of excellent teeth; nor have I. My father long thought about acquiring false teeth, of the kind sported by his friend the Bishop of Cloyne, who drank much port—but that gentleman had to learn to smile with his lips closed. I have a pair of feet that seem to go out of true too easily; my toes look like small hammers and cannot be as prehensile as I would wish. And I am a creature built for pleasure, I think, in the general arena between my upper and lower extremities.

As to my appearance, people in general often remarked my wild mop of yellow-blond hair, and my height of six feet three inches, and my wide shoulders. Not that I am perfect; I have a small birthmark on my right hip, which, I have been told, looks like a dragonfly. Mother has assured me that it manifested itself at my arrival into the world and she interpreted it as a sign of good luck, of which the dragonfly has always been an omen.

My father talked all the time, as though he feared silence and what it might bring in on its quiet wings. He talked for the sake of talking, for the sound of words. In his head he carried much knowledge, and when he required to know something that he did not already know, he in-vented it. Very early in my life I heard him call out the Seven Wonders of the World—and I heard them many times more.

“Let us always be alphabetical where we can,” he would begin. “It preserves order.” And off he would go: “The Lighthouse of Alexandria. The Temple of Artemis. The Hanging Gardens of Babylon. The Pyramids of Giza. The Tomb of Halicarnassus. The Statue of Zeus. The Colossus of Rhodes.” As many times as I heard it I would puzzle at his system of alphabetization—and then he would launch into his next list, “The Seven Wonders of Tipperary”: “The Rock of Cashel. The Devil’s Bit. The Weir at Golden. Tipperary Castle. The Shores of Lough Derg. The Glen of Aherlow. Kitty Cahill’s legs.”

By Father’s side I saw these local marvels—all but one; the legs depended from a lady whom I never met, and whose character my mother disparaged. Memories of our other county “wonders” have constantly delighted my mind, and one of them, Tipperary Castle, came to dominate my existence. I am most pleased, however, by the fact that I learned of them through my father; their flavors and moods count among the many gifts he gave me.

Here is a small tale of my father: As a young man he delighted in practical jokes until he found them too cruel; however, the memory of a certain escapade still tickles him. In the village nearby lived a solitary and very cranky little gentleman, who barked at one and all. He had an Achilles’ heel, though, and the local boys, including Father, soon discovered this vulnerability. The little gentleman, when wages had been paid on a Saturday, tackled his pony to its cart, set off to the next village, and in the hostelry there imbibed until midnight. Then, drunk to insensibility almost, he came out, mounted the cart, said “Hup” to the pony, who then trotted him home, and the little gentleman fell asleep on the cart.

One summer night, the local boys waited until the pony drew to a halt outside the little gentleman’s door—which, in common with all our houses, was never locked. They gently took the sleeping man from the cart and carried him indoors. Next they untackled the pony and led it into the house. Now they loosed the cotter pins in the axles and removed the cart’s wheels. They reassembled the cart inside the house, tackled the pony to it again, placed the little gentleman—still snoring—back on the cart, and tiptoed away, closing the door behind them.

In the morning, of course, the little gentleman awoke and found himself inside his own house, on a cart that could not possibly have fitted through his door—or so all logic told him!

I have heard of that jape being practiced elsewhere in Ireland, but my father swore that he was the sole inventor.

Mother was and remains a lady, by birth and by nature. She placed great value upon social grace (which my father, she said, possessed naturally). From her I learned never to keep my hands in my pockets in the presence of a lady. Mother also taught me that “a gentleman should contribute something of his own to every conversation.”

She spoke candidly about things that fascinated me. My birth, she said, was headlong and energetic; the midwife exclaimed, “Look! He can’t wait to get into the world.” I was born at half past eleven on a Thursday, and it being in Ireland and therefore half an hour west and behind Greenwich Mean Time, the true moment of my birth might be accurately categorized as noon on Midsummer’s Day.

“No more fortunate day,” Mother claimed, and my father said that it was lucky I came out at all; I might “just as easily have decided to stay in there, a grand comfortable place like that.”

Mother described my birth as “a delight” and was always ready to tell me how she had counted my fingers and my toes. “And I went to count your teeth,” said my father. “Like I’d do to a foal. But you didn’t have any”—and he laughed. She did not employ a nurse to feed me and did not, as my father had recommended, drink any liquor during my time at her breast. He said that was a pity, because he wished me “to get used to the taste—save a lot of time later on.” In that month, among our neighbors, I was the only one of five newborn infants to survive, a proportion slightly greater than was usual.

However, neither parent had told me the full truth of my birth, which I discovered only many years later. My mother had had severe illness and frailty all through her confinement and, more dangerous still, my birth came a margin early. On that midsummer morning, a frightful thunder-storm broke out as my father set out to fetch doctor and midwife. He needed the carriage for their transport, and as he crossed the river bridge a mile from our home, lightning, attracted by the water, struck one of the horse’s harness-pieces. The animal reared in fright and swung so violently that he dashed the wheel of the carriage against the pediment of the bridge and broke the red spokes. (Once, I was comforted and pleased to learn that very similar circumstances had attended the birth in Italy of Michelangelo.)

My father untackled the stamping, frightened horse, calmed it, mounted it, and rode on to fetch the midwife, a woman almost too heavy for walking. I understand that she clung to my father on the back of the horse so closely that he said afterward he had not been so intimate with a midwife since the day he was born.

Once I had come into the world—and both parents have said this of me—I showed no signs of ever wanting to leave it. My infancy grew more and more robust and I proved inquisitive and mellow, no trouble to my parents or their helpers. As a small child I developed a personality so clearly defined that I was soon known by name to the adults of the locality. Our workers (my father prohibited the use of the word “servant”) became my companions, and I was set, it seemed, for a regular life as my father’s successor on the farm. But the world’s circle did not turn that way.
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Life in Mr. O’Brien’s surrounding environment was desperately poor. Existence for most Irish people was at that time brutish and unjust. But nothing else has greatly changed in the young Charles O’Brien’s neighborhood. All the “wonders” of his father’s Tipperary recital still exist (except, of course, the renowned limbs of the vaunted Miss Cahill).

The Rock of Cashel sits like a Disney creation high on a limestone crag over a wide and handsome plain, watched over by the gap-toothed Devil’s Bit Mountain. Near Golden, four miles west, the river Suir (pronounced “Shure”) still flows over a shallow and placid weir. The shores of Lough Derg, in the northwest of the county, give Tipperary its border along the river Shannon. And the Glen of Aherlow, it is said, contains more sunlight and shadow than any other valley in Ireland.

As to the remaining “wonder,” the magnificent Tipperary Castle— Mr. O’Brien has no doubts as to its place in his narrative; when he remarked that it “came to dominate my existence,” he understated.

Even though he begins his recital of himself with the memory of the violent Treece eviction, it makes sense to take as a truer starting point his view of himself at the age of forty. After all, that was when he met his motivation for writing, April Burke. Therefore his physical description probably shows us what she saw: a “wild mop of yellow-blond hair, and my height of six feet three inches, and my wide shoulders”—and his tone suggests a man looking in a mirror in the prime of his life.

To touch his “History” is to bring him closer than that. His papers convey a feeling far above the inanimate; they stack so pleasantly in the hand. He chose almost the texture of a linen weave, slightly heavier than the commercial writing foolscap of the day. The pages have colored gently with age.

He used a light sepia ink, close to a coffee color, and a medium-broad nib. Unlike most manuscripts of the day, his shows none of the tiny spatters at, say, the beginnings of sentences or paragraphs. Then there is the numbering of the pages—in the top right-hand corner he placed neat figures, each succeeded by a firm dot or full point. The entire script runs so smoothly, so uninterruptedly, that it proves impossible to say where he left off one day’s work and began the next.

This orderliness of penmanship contradicts the “feckless” opinions of him that he himself openly reports. In later pages we infer, and encounter directly, a man seen by others as somewhat wayward and unsteady. Yet the management of his manuscript shows a figure in charge of what he was doing. There are perhaps no more than twenty small corrections in a handwritten document of several hundred pages.

As to content, although he seems conscious of the need for faithful chronology, he does not conform to the disciplines of academic historical narrative. He shuttles back and forth all the time, plucking an anecdote from his childhood here, a chance encounter with a great person there, a public incident somewhere else. Yet he always keeps hold of the thread of his history. He’s like a man from a myth, drawing himself along a golden rope—not to immortality, but to the moment he eagerly wants to reach.

No matter how great the person he meets, or how absorbing the event he reports, he gives the impression of wishing never to stray far from his pursuit of April Burke. And he interrupts his narrative time and time again to cry out his passion for her. Sometimes his outburst occurs unexpectedly, and he becomes almost lost in a strenuous hymn of love.
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I know that I am a Romantic—I am more influenced by my imaginings and more driven by my passions than anyone of my acquaintance. In this, I also feel myself to be deeply elemental. The mountains enchant me and I think of each peak as I would of a person; the clouds cast shadows on them as moods traverse a human face. I love rain and often tilt my face to feel its full cool sheet and I thank it. How often have I lain on the ground merely to gaze at the traveling clouds and thought of myself pillowed upon them, like some sultan of the universe.

When I first saw her whom I have made the love of my life, I instantly wanted to share such things. I wanted to point out to her the small but infinite wonders that fill me with pleasure: the webbed filaments of a chrysalis tucked into the angle of a leaf; the brown impertinence of a sparrow pecking crumbs; the austerity of a hilltop tree leafless against a winter sky; white gravel in the bed of a clear stream.

I owe the awareness of these mysteries to my wonderful parents, who ever availed of an opportunity to show me how the hidden world works. One afternoon, I remember, when I was very young, my mother spent many minutes coaxing a ladybird to open the wings beneath its black-spotted red back. Another time, she showed me the paper hulk of a wasps’ nest long after the summer—and the stingers—had left.

“Nobody loves a wasp,” she said, “except another wasp,” and she told me how a wasp will give its own life for its comrade. In general, never did we observe an unexpected insect without her inquiry being excited.

Let me now describe the instant when I first saw my beloved. I shall recount all the circumstances later, but for now I must tell how she looked; how she filled the space in the air of the room all around her; how she seemed to me both human and divine; and my own physical reaction, so strong that I feared it must become noticeable to others present.

She was standing on a chair, arranging a picture’s hanging, when she first looked into my eyes. She is, as it happens, notably tall anyway— when she stepped down from the chair I then believed she stood five feet ten inches, and she has confirmed this.

“Force of presence!” cried my mind at once; but she did not consume the air, as some very strong people do. She occupied her space like a slim perpendicular column of some classical style.

Her being was composed of warmth and energy; she had a capability, an aura of efficiency; she gave off a feeling of knowing what to do, not just in the instant, but in life generally—and she possessed great beauty.

I stood and stared; my manners must have abandoned me. She had the courtesy to ignore my staring and she turned away—and of course she had the good breeding not to address me until we had been introduced, which did not occur for some days. As to my reaction—I began to sweat; the back of my neck grew damp and my skin began to prickle. My eyebrows shot up almost beyond retrieval, and my mouth felt dry.

Believe me, I have trawled for comparisons of that moment—and herein lies the value of writing a History of myself that is also a History of my country. I have had the privilege of looking back at each and every great event that I have witnessed, and accordingly I have been able to trace those that seemed remarkable and important, and I have been able to measure how they influenced and even altered my life. Through them all, November 1900 in Paris shines unchallenged.

[image: image]

In today’s terms, Mr. O’Brien’s reaction may seem excessive. Not in Queen Victoria’s reign, when the idea of romantic love, descended from the times of the troubadours, had well and truly taken root. In an era where prudishness and repression were equated with prudence and responsibility, all that was left to a man by way of expressing love was the report of his own passions.

The poets had led the way; “Byronic” had long been a shorthand term for passionate emotion. Charles O’Brien, in common with so many other men of the day who fell suddenly in love, had solid precedent for seeing himself as a dashing and romantic figure. Windswept and interesting, moody and wild with love pangs, he was prepared to surrender all for love.

But he was a little older than the typical Byronic figure with the brooding lips and flowing white shirt. This was a man who had already lived well more than half the male lifespan of the day. He had claimed no prospects that he could offer a girl. And he seemed to depend upon his paternal family and home far more than the typical man of his time.
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My first complete memory—that is to say of a cohesively remembered moment with its own Beginning, Middle, and End—comes from my life at the age of almost four. I have other fragments from times before then, the commonplace memories that I expect are found in all small children: my father lifting me high while I looked down at his laughing, exerted face; a curtain fluttering at an open window; a butterfly finding its way into the drawing-room and mistakenly alighting on a flower in the furniture’s fabric; the taste of sugar upon buttered bread, which Cally gave as a treat; the tightness of a shirt-collar, worn to be gracious when Grandmother Goldsmith or Aunt Hutchinson came visiting; the quiet hum of deep, approving conversation as my parents pored over my mother’s ledgers. (Father was an excellent and successful farmer.)

That very first memory, though, brought my introduction to fear and its thrill, and it took place in the safest of surroundings. Our domestic bathing arrangements never varied; Cally or Mrs. Ryan took responsibility for my hygiene until the age of ten—when my father, with whispered asides to my mother, consigned it to me alone. He supervised me, and in due course taught me to shave: “Keep the razor wet!” One evening, early in 1864, Mother came rushing to the kitchen, where I was often to be found among the women (I was quite their pet), and she cried, “Bathing! We must bathe Charles now!” Her urgency puzzled all until she explained in whispers—and then Cally became urgent and raced me to the bathroom, half-carrying me. Mrs. Ryan, who was as stout as a hippopotamus, huffed along after us.

Hot water was brought upstairs, and I was washed as never before. So distressing did I find this that Mrs. Ryan and Cally conspired to tell me.

Mrs. Ryan: “A girl’s after dying in Limerick. You have to be scrubbed and scrubbed.”

“Why?”

Cally: “She died of an awful thing.”

“What?”

Mrs. Ryan: “An awful thing altogether.”

“What’s an awful thing?”

They looked at each other and agreed with their eyes.

Mrs. Ryan: “She was a leper.”

I thought they meant that the girl had somehow jumped off some great height and died.

“Why do I have to be scrubbed because she leapt?”

The women began to laugh; Mrs. Ryan had her hands in the tub washing my feet, and her great forearms all but heaved the water everywhere. When they subsided, the women grew serious again.

Cally: “She had the leprosy.”

Mrs. Ryan: “She caught it off a sailor’s clothes that she was washing.”

Cally: “An African sailor, he was—he had it. A black fella.”

“What’s leprosy?”

Cally: “Your nose falls off.”

Mrs. Ryan: “And your hands with it.”

Cally: “They have to give you a bell to tell everyone you’re coming and they’re to get out of the way—so’s they don’t catch it.”

“How can you ring the bell if your hands have fallen off?”

Mrs. Ryan: “Well, you can.”

“Is it a big bell?”

Mrs. Ryan: “No, no, a small little bell and you’ve to shout and warn them.”

“What do they shout?”

Mrs. Ryan: “I s’pose they say, ‘I have the leprosy, I’m a leper.’ ”

Cally: “No, they say, ‘Unclean, that’s what I am, unclean.’ ”

Such a gift to a small boy! That night, to Mother’s horror and Father’s delight, I took the serving bell from the dining-room table and went about the house calling out, “Unclean! Unclean!” But it was true; a young servant-girl had contracted leprosy in Limerick and died.

Another memory: three years later, early in 1867, our house became a place of secrets and furtiveness. At night I would wake suddenly at the sound of hooves or a cart or carriage rattling and jingling. Once or twice, I went halfway downstairs and watched as big men with long beards came through the front door, hauled off their greatcoats, and greeted my father. I heard much talk of “ships” and “landing” and “rising”—which I took to be the motion of the ship on the crests of the sea.

Beyond my imaginings, I achieved no knowledge of what lay behind or beneath these visits, and my questions at breakfast next day accomplished nothing other than deflection and a caution from my mother: “Charles, we don’t like people knowing our business.” Even if I didn’t understand the words, she conveyed an unmistakable force of meaning.

Years later, I discovered the reason for this nocturnal activity, which lasted many months. The Fenians, an international assembly of zealous republicans dedicated to the independence of Ireland from England, had planned—and, indeed, carried through—an insurrection or uprising, hence “rising.” Much of it had been focused in our province of Munster and, in due course, with Tipperary as a crucial member, the other five Munster counties, Cork, Kerry, Clare, Limerick, and Waterford, intended to flame with rebellion, which would then spread to the rest of the country.

Unfortunately, as has so often been the case in Ireland, two constant facts of Irish life prevented the rebels from gaining wide ground: the weather and loose tongues. On the night of the rising an unprecedented snowstorm hit the country. In addition, everybody around us—the local priests, the local newspaper editor, the local washerwomen and shopkeepers, the police and the army—knew all the plans in advance. Wagging tongues saw to it that little blood would be shed for Ireland that night.

“All cloak and no dagger,” said my father when speaking of it to me years later. “Too many saddles, too few horses.”

I asked him what he meant.

“They were generally useless as rebels,” he said. “Great company, though. Great to argue with over a drink.”

Yet History has credited them with “the Rebellion of 1867,” even though handfuls of men here and there, with old muskets and some pitchforks, were merely rounded up by police, the more threatening ones lodged in the cells for a few days and the rest sent home. The Cork Examiner newspaper carried reports of numerous arrests, but the Fenians had, as yet, been mainly drilling and marching, and had not fired a shot. Such was the level of Irish uprising in the middle of the nineteenth century.

Then, when I was ten years old, the countryside resounded excitedly to a significant political development. Mr. Gladstone, the Prime Minister, saw his government pass a Land Act for Ireland that permitted tenant farmers some new rights. They now had to be compensated for any improvements to their farms, and eviction could occur only for non-payment of rents. However, since the landlord could raise the rent at a whim, the protection, when scrutinized, seemed infirm. My father’s pronouncement seemed to echo the country’s response: “Well, it’ll give us something to talk about for a long while.”
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To confirm: The Limerick Reporter & Tipperary Vindicator dated 29 January 1864 printed that “Mary Hurly, aged 23 years, a victim of leprosy, died in the County Infirmary Limerick, on Sunday last. This disease, it appears, she contracted by washing the clothes of some foreign sailors.”

Charles O’Brien was born into a theater of national events. Not since the heaving of the earth’s plates beneath the North Atlantic Ocean finally split the island off from England and Europe has Ireland had a more dramatic, compressed passage of history than the period of Mr. O’Brien’s lifetime.

Such a claim, in such a vivid land, requires justifying. True, she was a sophisticated country socially and politically—and even economically— around the time of Christ. A system of “kingships” governed the country. Chieftaincies in local structures observed and paid taxes to overlords in the south, the east, the north, and the west. These provincial kings of Munster, Leinster, Ulster, and Connacht (or Connaught, in the anglicized version) paid homage and tribute to the high king at Tara.

True, too, that the stability of this structure resisted all invaders, and over time the country developed a social and artistic culture that continues to this day. Then, beginning in 1167, came the Norman barons, owing allegiance to the king of England. Soon, the long British shadow began to darken the country.

All of these movements took place over many centuries—but the most significant convulsions, the most conclusive politics, happened inside sixty years. They had begun in Ireland before Charles O’Brien was born. Events abroad had stirred the Irish and set an example. The Americans in 1776 had thrown out the English, and the French of 1789 had overthrown the upper classes.

The Irish sought to combine these influences. In 1801 the country had lost all sovereignty. An Act of Union bound it with vicious indissolubility to England. For two centuries before that, we had been steadily losing all human rights. We lost education, the right to our Catholic faith, and above all the ownership of our own land.

When the tide began to turn, it became a wave. The first crest was a law forced through the English Parliament in 1829—Catholic Emancipation. It restored freedom of religion to the massively larger Catholic population of Ireland. From it, everything else began to follow. Up rose the political agitators fighting to recover native acres from the English landlords. Revolution became a certainty.

In all of this, Charles O’Brien’s family was unusual. They had some-how contrived to hold on to their lands down the centuries (and had expanded by buying adjoining fields and woods). As a consequence, they occupied one of the safest possible positions; they became witness to all that went on, yet party to none of it. And they did so through astute social politics, through vigilance during every successive political shift, and through care for each successive generation.
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Just before the time of my birth, the teaching of children became a matter for everybody, not just the ruling classes of the Ascendancy. By law, village “national” schools opened all over Ireland. At last, after many generations of enforced ignorance, our Irish people were allowed once more to have learning. Reading was no longer banned; Catholics were no longer flogged, deported, jailed, or executed for owning books; their teachers were no longer outlaws, to be shot on sight. As the new schools opened, many of the illiterate parents almost carried their children in their arms to the school doors, so intent were they on bettering their families’ future. Some refused to engage with this system; old suspicions died hard—and in any case the Irish language, spoken by the majority of the people, was banned in the schools.

My parents, for their own reasons, wished to have no part of this, and I believe that it caused some difficulties between them; such national matters often did. Mother desired that I should have the more formal and classical education of the English—perhaps go to a school in England, and thence to Oxford or Cambridge University. My father wished me never to be away from home as a child. He told my mother that he would suffer “unendurable lonesomeness” were I to be boarded away at school.

But Mother could not countenance one of her children mixing so intimately with so many Catholics every day. So they settled their differences by choosing four tutors for me, two from each parent. (They would later do the same for my brother.)

Rarely in life can a boy have been exposed so closely to four such different people. One of these tutors I never saw sober, though he was marvelously entertaining, and from him I learned what he called “Greek mythology, Latin scandal, and Catholic nonsense.” His name was Buckley; he had everyone call him that—no “Sir” or “Mister” or Christian name. Many years after he died (he fell under a military cart in Paris), I learned that he had been a priest unfrocked for persistent adventures “incompatible with the calling” (as they say), and that he had also elicited money from many women.

Buckley had wonderful sayings: “A bird never flew on one wing”— meaning that one drink would not suffice; “A woman with a hard heart is more dangerous than a runaway bull” (he seemed to have known some, because they came calling, grim-eyed and intent, to our house and my parents always concealed him); “Never trust a woman that wants you to guarantee tomorrow”—meaning that Buckley did not like ties of any kind.

My other three tutors offered more orthodoxy. Buckley had been Father’s choice, as had the meek John Halloran. Mr. Halloran specialized in mathematics and drawing. His chief teaching later enabled me to calculate complicated odds for the placing of bets on horses and roulette (and I have sometimes won). He also left me with the ability to draw swift and reasonable likenesses of people’s faces.

Mr. Halloran taught me French and Italian, and he excelled in what he called “General Subjects”—he would discourse for an hour or two on the business of Luck; or he would speculate about whether foretelling the future had any validity. In the course of such lessons, he dragged in extraneous facts from all sorts of sources.

“The smallest dwarf in history stood one foot four and weighed five pounds. Her feet measured two and one-quarter inches, and she was called the Fairy Queen.” And: “You can never fold a piece of cloth or a piece of paper double more than seven times.” And: “If you tie both ends of a cord and make a circle, you can then turn that circle into any other perfect geometric shape.” I never met a man with so much superfluous knowledge, except perhaps my own father.

Of women, however, Mr. Halloran (unlike Buckley) taught me nothing at all. He blushed when he encountered a female of any species, and when I once asked him had he ever been married, he murmured a throbbing and passionate “Oh, my Heavens, no!” As he did when Buckley called out to him each morning, “Did those bowels of yours move yet?”

The balance between the tutorial sexes was provided by Mother’s choices, Miss Taylor and Mrs. Curry, who came from Dublin and London. Miss Taylor wept easily at the great tales she herself told, and Mrs. Curry walked like a turkey. Both schooled me excellently. Where Buckley regaled me with the indulgences of ancient Rome and Greece, and showed me engravings of naked statues, the women tutors held me to the memorizing of whole texts, be they history, geography, English literature, or French.

Although I liked neither woman, I excelled at their lessons. (Also, I much enjoyed the rough teasing they had to endure from Buckley. Judging from the ladies’ faces, he whispered amazing questions and raw commentaries to them.) Each lady set out to make of me a man who would be suited to the company of women. In common with Mother (who probably instructed her to do so), Miss Taylor taught me what she called “appropriate demureness.” This had to do with standing in a special fashion, my upper body leaning slightly forward to cast my lower body into shadow and thereby eliminate what she called mysteriously “the wrong impression.”

At some point in this recurrent lesson she would emphasize once again the importance of “never having anything exaggerated in the male appearance.” And she counseled me against ever having my trousers made from any fabric of light gray.

Mrs. Curry’s husband had died by misadventure in India. As a consequence and out of respect for her dead spouse, she would not eat any meat other than pork, ham, or bacon. (I believe that a wild pig attacked Mr. Curry and that she was filled with vague revenge.) She taught me how to kiss a lady’s hand and began by kissing mine; she had rather dry lips and she disconcertingly licked them a little before swooping down on my young paw. Once fixed there, the kiss became almost a suction— which then she invited me to emulate. She specified the length of time that the kiss should linger: “Think of romantic interest, not cannibalism”; and “The teeth must never touch the lady’s flesh.”

Also, she said, I should create “a compartment” in my mind which contained the knowledge of this kissing technique and “it should never, ever, not on any account, be used for anything other than the kissing of hands.” Buckley said, “That’s multiple ways not true.”

Mrs. Curry always became quite excited during this instruction, and Buckley assured me—mystifying to me then—that she had “let her mind wander.”

All in all, they taught me well, if eccentrically. I have been imprinted with some of their habits. Where Buckley said an expectant “Well, now” when he walked into a room, Mr. Halloran rubbed his hands; I do both. I have Miss Taylor’s swiftly raised eyebrow, Mrs. Curry’s nervous belch. And although they differed widely in their teaching methods, they all exercised one delightful practice for which I am most grateful of all—they conducted tuitions in the open air. When the weather permitted, which, in truth, happened on more days than not, “Teaching becomes walking,” to use Miss Taylor’s rendition.
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Such an education tells a great deal about the young Charles O’Brien’s family. Modern Ireland has been called “classless,” and it’s true that, in terms of social hierarchy, today’s divisions are defined by meritocracy. However, before the creation of the two states of Ireland in the treaty of 1921, a marked social division already existed between the native Irish and their Anglo-Irish landlords.

Mr. O’Brien’s earlier definition of the Anglo-Irish has an accurate—if unnuanced—ring to it: “that peculiar breed of people of English ancestry who settled in Ireland on land that was taken by force from the native Irish.” But he neglects to say (although he implies it) that he was educated in the Anglo-Irish tradition of tutors and governesses—in other words, in the tradition of the European aristocracy.

The subtlety of his not saying so—or even being conscious of it— derives from his Catholic father’s example. While enjoying the life of an English or Anglo-Irish landlord, Bernard O’Brien also wished to keep on the best possible terms with his native Irish forebears and neighbors.

And he knew how to do so; that was part of the vigilance. He had married a Protestant girl, and thereby appeased the ruling classes while not becoming one of them. And, by mixing easily and amiably with his Catholic neighbors at all levels—he seems to have employed only Catholics—he obstructed any resentment of his Anglo-Irish style of life.

The house in which Charles O’Brien was born and raised may easily be viewed today—a strong mansion on a hill. O’Briens no longer live there; an American family now owns the estate. The woods and its botanical curiosities still exist, as does the walled garden; and the fields that Charles O’Brien and his father so loved show a long history of excellent farm maintenance.
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My family’s home, Ardobreen, is painted a strong pink; it still stands, on a crest overlooking the road that travels between Tipperary and Cashel. The pigeons roo-coo-coo on slender white columns that support a portico over the front door; deep bow windows curve on either side of the entrance. Great lawns roll away from our terrace, down to a dense, downhill wood, over whose treetops we had views to the Galtee Mountains. Through this wood run paths that were cut by our great predecessor, Captain Ferguson, an eccentric officer who had inherited part of this land and who liked to walk naked about the fields at night-time (and sometimes by day).

I say “great” predecessor because Captain Ferguson made the wood his especial project. He purchased semi-mature, and sometimes mature, trees from all sorts of quarters, including abroad, but mainly from the estates of his friends on the southwest coast of Ireland. Around Glengarriff and Bantry, many subtropical species flourish in the warmth of the Gulf Stream’s North Atlantic Drift. As a result of the good captain’s researches and plantings, our wood still boasts many exotic and unusual growths. For example, at each of its four corners stands a great palm, whose fronds, glimpsed through a boy’s window, might as well be waving in the South Seas.

My instructors deemed the wood and the grounds a source of education, and I spent many hours walking the glades and the fields, being taught my lessons and reciting them aloud. Each of the four tutors interrupted the curriculum of the moment to point out this plant, investigate that tree, marvel at the other shrub.

As a consequence, I formed an early and deep attachment to our “O’Brien Territory,” as I might call it. I came to believe that I understood the smell of the earth, that I grasped the deep satisfaction a man might feel when his plowman turned a deep furrow, or reaped the plumpness of a harvest—and the tragedy of people who are denied the continued humble delight in their own land. That is why I found the great battering-ram of that eviction I witnessed so deeply upsetting. Much more than the whipping of their bodies and faces, I felt a pain in my soul for those people losing their land.

After all, even though I was not yet ten years old when Mr. Treece was wielding his whip, my own life was filling up daily with riches from the experiences of our own farm. I had seen my father breaking open an ear of wheat, feeling and sniffing it to determine which hour—not which morning, afternoon, or day, but which hour—would prove most perfect for harvesting.

The expression on his face as he walked his own fields conveyed as deep a sense of fulfillment as a man could have in life. He bent down to scrutinize it if he saw an unusual blade of grass; I now do the same. He surveyed the pulsing of a frog if he saw one; I always do likewise. He delighted when the mushrooms began to appear, and he would take a hard stalk of long cloverweed, thread it through the mushroom stems, and hand the collection to me like a perpendicular shish kebab. I have brought many such gifts to houses that I have been visiting, and in some cases I have deployed this excellent fungus vulgaris toward my cures.

Sometimes I even had the mystical pleasure of encountering the netherworld. We had on our farm, at the top of the farthest hill, a fort— a “fairy fort,” to give it the full local name. It consisted of a circular ram-part, bushy with trees and briars. Nobody went in there; the cattle, it was said, disliked grazing it.

But Artie Ryan Bull went into the fort and he died. He was called “Ryan Bull” to distinguish him from myriad Ryans in our area; we had Ryan Brick (he lived in a brick house), Ryan Handsome, Ryan Pug, Ryan Ears—and Artie earned the subriquet “Bull” because he derived part of his income from owning a bull that serviced his and his neighbors’ cows. Also, he had a short, thick stature; nothing separated his neck from his jaw.

Artie hunted rabbits over everyone’s land; he had a black-and-white mongrel terrier by the name of Ollie. (“Named after Oliver Cromwell,” said Artie, “another vicious little bastard.”) With Ollie and a ferret whom he called Catherine (people suspected that he named the creature after his mother-in-law), Artie went into our fairy fort one day—and next morning my father’s foreman, Billy Stokes, found him lying dead on the edge of the rampart.

“Sir,” Billy said to us all in our hallway, “he was only purple. Not mauve, ma’am—purple. He musta seen something terrible to kill him of a fright like that.”

As Mother said that evening, the fact that Artie drank a bottle of whiskey every two nights, and weighed as heavily as his own bull, might also have made some difference. Nevertheless, the legend of the fairy fort in Irish life had another cubit or two added to its stature—and an extra room opened up in my young imagination.
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A “blind tasting” of Charles O’Brien’s nationality, a guess at his racial background from his writings could produce only one answer: Irish. It’s manifested in his desire to express himself colorfully. In his willingness to see life as a drama, he likes to place himself at the center of his own stage. These flamboyances, and the fluid lyricism of how he addresses his world, do not readily hallmark other nationalities. Like all the Irish, he has a story to tell and he knows it.

This national tendency toward vivid self-expression is much derived from Irish history. From the late 1600s, when the subjugation of the people began to intensify, new dark ages shrouded native Irish expression. The Irish “cause” had been routed, resurrected, exploited by monarchs and others with axes to grind against England—and then resurrected in many halfhearted rebellions, and routed again. As the original Irish landowners lost more and more of their territory to the English, a new class emerged: the dispossessed.

Those leading families who were thrown off their own land, expelled from their own houses, ripped from their ancestral moorings—they either left the country voluntarily or were deported as slaves to the Caribbean and the Americas. Or they stayed in Ireland, where they traveled the roads, hunkering down to some kind of appalling and meager existence. Many chieftains ended up living in mud hovels. Some folk memories claim that they were the progenitors of today’s travelers, or “tinkers.”

Thus, Charles O’Brien was relatively unusual for his time. The “outsider” status so shrewdly pursued by his father and forefathers kept him out of the mainstream, where danger flowed. His education at the hands of his four maverick tutors turned out a boy who had been exposed to many influences.

He had learned to read—not merely in the sense of being literate and knowing his ABC’s, but with discrimination. And he had learned to write, not just headlines with Victorian sentiments in a boyish hand— “Competition Is the Life of Trade”—but also the language of an idea and how to structure an anecdote. He had knowledge of the classics and the Romance languages. And he knew something of art in varied forms.

Therefore, whatever his misfortunes on the streets at the hands of assailants, or the view taken by the woman who was his heart’s desire, this was no unlettered oaf. This was a man who, when sent out in the world, had a refinement and sensibility that would have graced any society drawing room.

One further characteristic marks him with Irish distinction: his response to land. From childhood it held something mystical for him. To be sure, not every Irishman responds to an acre of earth with a poetic longing. Most who own land have been too busy wresting their livings from it. But their passion for their earth often transcends all other feeling. Charles O’Brien understood that and, following his father’s example, saw the land, the clay, the dirt, the mud as a matter of the spirit.
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Daily, and in intimate terms, my father taught me how Ireland is formed—how, for example, the people in the North save money more effectively than the people in the South, and are, in his opinion, more trustworthy. He told me my first tales, many of which came from the world around us, gathered from the many people to whom he spoke; and he liked to speak to everybody. And he had a great number of stories, some acquired down the years and some assumed by him to have been in his head since long before he was born. Many concerned land and the ownership of land, which was the question burning through the entire country all throughout his boyhood, too.

Thus, as other boys grew up with tales of pirates and trolls and ogres and wizards, I was raised on landlords and tenants and oppression and dispossession. Here is a story of a man who went to serve writs of eviction on some farmers over near Kilshane, about six miles from our home; I wrote it down from Father as he spoke it, several years ago.

“They call such men ‘process servers,’ and they make their money in a despicable way—they serve writs; other men make the bullets and they fire them. There was a man called Nolan—and, yes, indeed, some of them were natural Irishmen who chose to serve the landlord’s writ on their fellow-countrymen. I wouldn’t give a sour apple to a man like that and you wouldn’t give a sour apple to anybody.

“This man, Nolan, left Limerick by the morning train and had someone meet him with a horse along the railway line somewhere near Bansha. He was carrying notices of eviction from two landlords, a man called Gibson, a bad pill that man, and a landlord called Birkin—two English-men, as you can tell from their names. All in all, the foolish Nolan was carrying in his leather bag nine white Court Orders.

“He rode his horse into Kilshane, up along the high road into the woods, and from what I heard of the story—a man living there told it to me—Nolan served the first writ and set out for the next house on his list.

“These small places—you’d think they had tom-toms or some kind of jungle communication, because as he rode on, he looked over his shoulder, and following behind him, on this narrow little road, came a bunch of about twenty men. And they looked grim. And then he looked ahead of him and saw twenty more, grimmer fellows.

“There was no escape. They caught Nolan’s horse by the bridle, held the animal, and took down the rider. By the way, I heard that they took away the horse and painted it a different color until the search for it was over, and then they sold it for a good price at Mallow fair.

“These men began to kick the foolish Mr. Nolan, and hit him and punch him and pull his hair. He gave no fight back at them—too many against him, I suppose. They took his leather satchel, read out loud the writs and the civil bills. And then they tore them into flitters, and the scraps of paper, they blew away across the hedges like a little blizzard.

“Now the next thing was—several of the men in this affray began to blow hunting horns. Half a mile away, when this sound was heard, the chapel bell started to ring. These were signals, everybody knew them, and folk hurried from the north, the south, the east and west of Kilshane— which isn’t a big place at all—to where the hunting horns were blaring.

“By now this bailiff was well beaten, but he still had his wits about him—which was what they wanted. There’s a river flows down at the bottom of the hill, a little river, a tributary of the Suir, and they took Nolan down to this river. The men stripped his clothes off him and hauled him into the stream. Two of them went in with him and ducked him well and then took him out again and stood him on the bank.

“They pointed to him and they jeered him and they mocked him and then the men stood aside of him, and the women came through the crowd. One woman held up his right hand, one held up his left, and two more dragged his legs apart and he was held there, upright and naked, like a man being crucified without a cross. Then the prettiest few women in the crowd broke off branches of furze bushes—furze has more spikes than a rose, ask any man who has ever fallen off his horse into a furze bush. Prickly all over.

“These young women began to tease Nolan, naked and spread-eagled as he was, with the furze bushes. Up and down his body and in and out, anywhere they could get a few needles of furze to poke and sting—he must have gone mad.

“Then they brought forward a bucket of tar. It wasn’t roasting hot, for that would have killed him. But it was warm enough to spread, and so they covered his body with this tar, and then they stuck white goose feathers all over him and they tied him to a tree. The constables from Limerick came out to rescue him, in response to a telegram they had received. They asked everybody, they quizzed all over the place, and of course nobody knew anything or had seen anything and there was nothing for it but to search the countryside.

“With no help and no direction, they found Nolan the bailiff as naked as the day he was born, feathers sticking everywhere out of him, tied to a tree out in the middle of the fields and shivering. It took two days of him being rubbed all over with butter to get all the tar off—a nurse in Limerick did the job. They say she did a great job too, every nook and cranny of the man. What a job to be given.”

And my father winced.

Such violence had long been taking place in Ireland, not only in our province of Munster but also in our county of Tipperary, where the land is so rich. The bailiff Nolan had been one of the fortunate ones. In my grandfather’s time, the Whiteboys, a notoriously violent secret society, believed that the landlords should be driven out by much more savage force. They roamed the fields at night, wearing white smocks that made them sinister in the darkness—and to me therefore somewhat thrilling.

When I asked my father about them, to my surprise he spoke vehement condemnation. Yet I knew that he agreed with their aims; he too loathed the absentees—those owners who never appeared on their land but controlled the lives of all who lived as their tenants. It was the White-boys’ methods that my father so gravely disliked, because they attacked the landlords’ cattle and horses. They “hocked” them—they cut the tendons in the animals’ legs, rendering them crippled and ready for death.

“How any Irishman can leave a field with a horse moaning in such awful pain,” my father said. “He’s no kind of Irishman, he’s a barbarian.”

I grew up, therefore, in territories of conflict—in a beautiful land of old castles, woods, and rivers, where sinister figures had but recently roamed the land at night, garbed in white, dealing out heinous violence, and where murder was often committed in the name of land. In childhood, my parents shielded us from reports of such occurrences, although we knew that at crossroads, in villages and in towns, people held turbulent gatherings to debate their rights to their own fields, and mainly to discuss the ousting of the landlords.

Once or twice, coming home at night from a neighborly visit, we encountered knots of such people holding such meetings. Much shouting seemed to be taking place, and the air felt disturbed. We ran into no immediate difficulties—when they saw my father, they waved us through with a laugh and a light cheer—but we knew that others had been turned back or not allowed to pass or, often, had been forced from their carriages and obliged to walk home. Next morning the carriage might be found in a disheveled state many miles away, and the horses nowhere to be seen.
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Charles O’Brien knew that he came of a kindly and relaxed parenting. Those two people loved each other, loved their two children, and loved their existence in a simple and intelligent way. They gave their sons as good an education as their joint political agreement would permit.

Each tutor they hired opened a different window on the world. Nobody in that household feared eccentricity or shrank from individuality. A high sense of justice prevailed. And their patriotism seems to have stemmed from love of their land and their people, rather than from some acquired ideology or the pressures of history.

This is a man who should not have felt a need to “improve” himself. While under his father’s roof, he had confidence and a happy inquiring sensibility, which he took with ease into his adult life. Did his uncertainty, his lack of faith in himself, simply arrive with one bound when he fell in love with the eighteen-year-old April Burke?

It can’t have done. If the boy had grown unaltered into the man, he might have had something of the charm, the dignity and composure, that he saw at home in both his parents. Therefore, she might have been less brutal in the rejection that he mentions so early in his text.

Nor would he have issued such a self-negating warning about himself: “Be careful about me.” Admittedly, he includes it in the lee of the general, totally accurate, and justifiable warning about our emotional system of history. The Irish have always turned defeat into moral and emotional triumph. But his text begins to suggest that, somewhere along the line, after his loved and imaginative boyhood, and his lively and enjoyed adolescence, Charles O’Brien changed—into an anxious, self-doubting adult.

His journey from childhood is charted in glimpses. For instance, as the prelude to a major chapter, he tells—almost as an aside, and again out of chronological order—an illuminating story of an encounter with his father over a giant. After that, his tale spreads across Ireland as his life begins to find its first direction.
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Father’s discourses seemed unceasing but never intrusive; he knew how I loved to hear him talk, even when he was giving me difficult advice about my life and how to conduct matters. But is it not essential to trust a man who has encouraged one’s every thrilling discovery? And who then has cushioned one’s disappointment when, say, a hero turned out to be human, or a miracle’s blinding light turned out to be the deft mirror of chicanery?

For example: When I was nine years old, I read in one of Father’s many periodicals of America’s great and amazing Cardiff Giant. In the state of New York, some laborers digging a well on a farm discovered the almost-preserved remains of a man ten feet tall. I ran, shouting, through the house on that rainy Sunday morning and found my father.

“You see! You see! The old stories are right—there were giants in days gone by, there were! And if there were ancient giants in America, then there could easily have been giants here, couldn’t there?”

Father took the paper from my hands and read it gravely, muttering, “Boys-oh-dear, boys-oh-dear.” Then he and I shared some days of wonderful conversation about giants, and whether giants’ graves lay beneath any curiously shaped hill that we knew, and might we even have had giants among our own ancestors? To which my father said, “Well, they told me my father had an uncle who was six feet six, and maybe he was a bit of a giant.”

However, sometime later, Father came to my room at bedtime and said, “I have grave news for you—but it doesn’t have to change any of our beliefs.”

He read to me, from another newspaper, that the Giant of Cardiff was a hoax. Some gentleman had “created” the giant out of gypsum in order to fake support for an argument about whether giants had ever existed. My father sat down on the chair by my bed and said, “Well, I suppose you and I will just have to puzzle this out until we know what our hearts have to say about it.”

I now understand that, over the course of the next few days, he let me down lightly—but he also turned the Giant into a teaching. “A thing doesn’t have to be true,” he said, “for a person to get joy out of it. What it has to be is not evil or malicious.”

Deriving from that exchange, it did not take me long to understand that Father and I shared a willingness to believe in the impossible, especially if it offered any assistance to someone’s life. Ten years later, when I was nineteen years old, Father demonstrated this by going on—for him—an entirely improbable journey and one that altered my life and my soul.

He announced at breakfast one morning that he was “taking Charles and Euclid on a little holiday.” Mother scarcely raised an eyebrow. Cally, Mother said, would help us pack the bags, and we now had a girl to help in the kitchen, a thin girl who ran like the wind everywhere. Her name was Nora Buckley, and I soon asked whether Nora might be a relation to my beloved tutor. Mother shook her head and said, “You can’t throw a stone in Cork or Kerry without hitting a Buckley.”

When she first came to the house, Euclid whispered to me, “Easy to remember her name—look at her teeth.” Nora Buckley had prominent front teeth, a little splayed. She said, “Yes” (with a spray) to every word spoken to her, and she blinked a great deal, but she intended to please every person; we soon loved her fondly.

Mother asked, “Where will you stay?”

“We’ll cross the Shannon at Killaloe. And then I suppose we’ll try and get as far up as we can toward Gort. We could stay with the MacNamaras, and then the boys would like to see Galway city.”

“The City of the Tribes,” said Euclid, who knew all these names and nicknames. “Where Mayor Lynch hung his son.”

“Hanged,” said Mother, “is the correct word. And then?”

“Ah, maybe Connemara or so,” said my father, and I knew that he was being evasive.

Mother began to laugh; Father began to blush.

“That’s why it’s called ‘lynching,’ I think,” said Euclid. “Because of Mayor Lynch.”

“And I suppose,” said Mother, laughing harder, “there’s every chance you’ll go somewhat north after that.”

Father, now blushing heavily, laughed too. “A bit, maybe.”

Mother said, “I wasn’t aware that we needed a miracle.”

Euclid fastened on this like a cat on a bird.

“Knock! Knock! Are we? Are we going to Knock, to the shrine?”

Father looked ever more sheepish.

“If you are,” said Mother, “and I’ve been wondering how long you’d hold out, take Nora with you. Her aunt lives there—she’ll know everyone.”

As a simple preface, let me explain that Father—and all of us—had been pursuing in his newspapers the apparitional events in Knock, County Mayo, where the Blessed Virgin Mary and other divine figures had flared in bright white light on a church wall.

Traveling a long journey with my father had an epic and intrepid feel. No pony-trap this time—we took what he called “the long car,” a brougham with seats along each side. Our valises and our food sat in the well. An Indian summer had delayed the fall of the leaves, and we left the house in a blaze of gold; Mother waved smiling and laughing from the portico.

Even then, young as I was, I liked to stand back, as it were, and view every situation in which I found myself. That morning, this is what I saw; Polly, our great, gray mare, with her white plume of a tail waving as she lunged forward; and how the harness shone and rattled. My father, his muttonchop whiskers crisper than ever, and his large body teeming with life, called now and then to Polly, “Hup, there, hup, girl.”

Beside him on the brown leather bench, hoping to stay firm and well, sat Euclid, a plaid rug of red, brown, and green about his knees, even though that September sun would have ripened a green tomato in a day. He looked everywhere about him, taking in all the world with those great eyes and yet unable to ingest enough; he scarcely ceased jigging with excitement. Behind Euclid, on the side-seat, sat I, facing outward and pleased beyond measure to be traveling thus with two of the three people I loved most in the world. Across the car, at my back, sat the nervous and swift Nora Buckley; she was under strict directions from Cally and Mrs. Ryan never to take her eyes off Euclid except when he was “at the necessary”—and above all to make sure that he reached bed safely every night.

We had left in the early morning and made wonderful progress through the villages of Cappawhite and Cappamore, where, to judge from the sleepy windows, no person had yet arisen. Not far from Newport, Father halted at a quiet turn in the road and announced that he had drunk “too much tea.” He gave us what he called “voyagers’ rules”: he, Euclid, and I would climb into one field to relieve ourselves, Nora to the field on the other side of the road. Afterward we all stood in the roadway and stretched, bending this way and that.

Euclid had declared that as the crow flies our house lay thirty-four miles from Killaloe, and my father said he would try his best to “do as the crow does.” In his younger days, he said, he had “hunted all over this barony” and soon, to the alarm of Nora Buckley but to the delight of Euclid and me, he decided, as he announced, to “go across country.” He steered Polly off the road and we swung down a cart track into someone’s farm.

Thus began the first truly exhilarating journey of my life across the Irish countryside—and that is how I began to form my taste for such travels, sitting beside my father in the ponytrap or, as now, behind him on the long car, swaying and rocking to the clop of a horse. That day, we traveled down rutted tracks, splashed across streams bright as tin, up hills almost too steep, and over grassy headland plateaus. Here and there, as we drove past, a farmer or his wife waved from a doorway, or an inquisitive child came out to look, and a dog to bark. My father knew all the sweetest ways, and we never felt imperiled by the roughness of the ground over which he took us.

Birds flapped up from the long grass with a sudden clatter of wings. A deer, rare in those parts, cleared a low fence ahead of us and bounced away haughtily. We saw a fox, who walked astutely along a ridge and inspected us from a distance, its tail held out behind it like a bushy spar. Rabbits sat and twitched their noses, not at all bothered by this curious conveyance with the small, intensely frail, pale-faced boy wrapped in a rug in the front seat, who was counting the rabbits but looking for hares.

I heard him ask Father, “And shall we see eagles?” and Father replied, as I expected he might, “If you want to, Euclid. If you want to.”

One field remains in my mind like an encouraging dream. Father consulted his compass frequently and sometimes, directly after a reading, we found ourselves on or off a roadway. Now we trotted along a graveled avenue, at the end of which Father steered Polly into a wood with a broad pathway running through it. No branches overhung and we never slackened pace. We cleared the trees, climbed a hill, and ran along the top. Father drew Polly to a halt and said, “Now look back.”

Below us, a long slope stretched away down the fields; two ribbons of roads from different directions intersected the patchwork of green; and in the distance shone a third and brighter ribbon—the river Shannon.

“This is a good place to eat,” Father said, and we opened the boxes that Cally and Mrs. Ryan had supplied and packed under Mother’s supervision. Eggs had been crushed and mixed with chopped ham and onion; we had chicken with onion; Father chose roast beef and some slices of onion. Nora Buckley, perilously with such teeth, elected to eat a soda-bread sandwich of onion and chopped egg; neither Euclid nor I dared look at each other as she ate. When she finished, she said to Euclid, “Somebody in your house must be famous for onions.”

We drank mugs of milk poured from a tall, shining dairy-can, and we looked at the countryside for a long time. I would have sat there an hour and more had Father asked.

“The battles fought over that land down there,” he said. “Troy didn’t give as much trouble.”

He pointed out the Silvermines—he called them “mountains,” although Euclid said that they seemed like hills to him, “because by geographical agreement a mountain needs to be over a thousand feet high.”

Far away, across the fields, a tiny man herded thirty or more tiny cows up a patch of hill field and into another patch of pasture. We could hear his dog’s distant excitement; and we sat for a little while longer in the glorious sunshine of the autumn, looking at the green and tawny and gold and brown patchwork quilt of fields.

The Shannon, when we crossed it at Killaloe, thrilled us as much as the Tiber might, or the Mississippi. We liked its width, and its refusal to be hurried. Soon the stone walls of the west appeared and the sun went down, leaving the sky red as a blushing face.

That night in the little town of Gort, as I reflected on our traveling across the country, and as I could hear Father’s laughter downstairs, where he took a drink with our hosts, I would have said that it had been one of the most beautiful, serene days of my life. I have had many more since, but that day on which I first crossed the Shannon into the West of Ireland remains for me one of my most memorable.

Next day we bowled into Galway city, all bridges and cobblestones. I chiefly recall watching a basket-maker in the square outside our hotel, and being transfixed by the speed of his hands as he wove the hard strands into firm patterns. The hotel introduced me, I feel, to a taste for such comforts that still directs part of my life. For me, to this day, the most restful moments come when I luxuriate in a great hotel, receiving my meals with deferential service and sleeping between starched linens.

We stayed there for two days, and during our first breakfast, Father counseled Euclid, Nora, and myself to tell nobody of our destination. In the many conversations that we overheard in the hotel, the name of Knock recurred frequently. All remarks had the same tone: “Do you believe it?” and “I suppose it is possible” and “Don’t you know what they have up there now? Miracles! They have a miracle nearly every hour.”

All of this threw Euclid and Nora Buckley into states of fantastic longing, with Euclid whispering to me at every turn, “Do you think we’ll see an apparition?” Nora worried, “If such holy folks appeared—well, when they’re gone, what’s to stop the Devil comin’?” (She, of course, pronounced it “Divil.”)

My father, I know, also felt excitement, but his anticipation derived from the opportunity to meet those local people who had actually seen the Virgin Mary on the gable wall of the church in the rain. Yet he did not wish people to think him religious, and that is why he asked us not to divulge our destination. He justified his journey by saying, “You know, people should always make a pilgrimage to a phenomenon.”

After Galway, we spent two days out in Connemara, lingering by the lakes of Corrib, Mask, and Carra. My father had fished the mayfly there, and he told us of those brilliant early summer days when, for one week, men would come “from all over the world.” He continued, “Now if you fellows were here that week, you’d make a fortune catching that mayfly in glass bottles and selling it to the anglers for their bait.”

The light over the lakes seemed to change every half minute, and we saw rainbow after rainbow.
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This paragraph comes from a County Mayo guidebook:



In August 1879, more than a dozen local people in the hamlet of Knock, in the county of Mayo, reported an apparition that is still venerated today. This was never rich land. Oliver Cromwell chose not to bring his marauders over here because one of his generals had reported that the country west of the Shannon contained “not enough water to drown a man, wood enough to hang one, nor earth enough to bury him.” The apparition, however, brought fame and fortune, as such mystical occurrences do. Hundreds of similar appearances by the Virgin Mary have been recorded, most prominently, Fátima, Garabandal, Guadalupe, Lourdes, and Medjugorje in Croatia.



In all those cases, and in Knock, too, the life of the surrounding countryside changed for the better. Lourdes, originally a village near a cave in the Pyrenees, gained a huge infrastructure. With a basilica and an airport, it attracts pilgrims from all over the world daily, to be dipped naked in the miraculous waters.

At Fátima, visitors rip the skin off their legs as they traverse a huge plaza on their knees, praying as they inch the hundreds of yards from the bus parks to the steps of the basilica.

Knock, when the apparition was reported, suffered the official Church skepticism with which all such reports are typically greeted. But the local people and their clergy prevailed. For them, whether they said so or not, this became a further liberation, an extension of Catholic Emancipation. It took some time for validation to arrive; today, Knock has its own devotional infrastructure, including an international airport. It was crowned by a Papal visit in its centenary year of 1979, and receives close to two million pilgrims annually.
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We spent a night in a Claremorris boarding-house, where the landlady, who had fat earlobes, joked, “I s’pose people like yourselves are never going to Knock?”

Father replied jovially, “No need to knock, we’re indoors already.” To us he murmured when she’d gone back to the kitchen, “Never give a nosy person room for a comeback. Humor is the great escape.”

The landlady poked her head out of the kitchen and said to Nora, “Aren’t you a Buckley girl from near Knock? I’d know you anywhere,” and Nora whispered to us, “My mother has very big teeth too.”

Father whispered gallantly, “You haven’t big teeth, Nora, you have small jaws.”

Next afternoon we drove to the church where the people had seen all the apparitions.

“We’d better count them up,” said Father on the way. “Now, who exactly made an appearance?”

Euclid, naturally, had devoured every detail.

“This is what the newspapers said. The Virgin Mary, Saint Joseph, Saint John the Evangelist, and the Lamb of God were seen by a total of fifteen people altogether, and they said that the Virgin Mary was wearing a white robe and a gold crown, and that her husband, Saint Joseph, was wearing a white robe and that he was very old.”

Father said, as though thinking aloud, “I wonder what time of his life Saint Joseph was at when he agreed to make this appearance? Or maybe there’s no aging in the next life? But if there isn’t, why does he look old at all, why can’t he look like he was when he was, say, thirty? Or my age? The forties are a good time for a man to look handsome.”

Euclid said, “And Saint John was wearing long robes too—”

Father interrupted. “Did they say what color?”

Euclid said, “I think green.”

Father said, “Ah, yes. Green for Ireland. I wonder do they change colors according to the country they appear in. Maybe the red, white, and blue for England. Or I s’pose England doesn’t get divine apparitions; they’re not deserving enough.”

Euclid said, “There were angels hovering around the lamb.”

Father said thoughtfully, “And not around the Virgin Mary or Saint Joseph or Saint John? Boys-oh-dear. Well, that’s a strange decision the angels took. Maybe they knew they’d irritate the people? Or maybe they knew the lamb mightn’t care too much, might like the companionship?”

This grave conversation continued until Nora, from her perch on the long side-seat, said, “Sir, there’s Auntie Mary’s house.”

We all disembarked and Nora went to the door of the cottage. A gray cat looked at us, stuck its tail up in the air straight as smoke from a calm day’s chimney, but then disdained us. Next a lady of about Mother’s age—that is, in her early forties—came out to greet us. She wore a saintly face, carried rosary beads, and responded to Nora’s introductions.

“Sir, you’re very welcome to Knock, but when you get up the road, you’ll find it packed. There’s people here from everywhere in the world.”

My father said, “Is there any harm in asking you what you saw? Or are you sick and tired of being asked?”

Nora’s Auntie Mary said, “Sir, how could you get sick and tired of something like that and it so wonderful and now with all the miracles?”

Father said, “And a very bright light, I hear?”

“Oh sir, it was the light of Heaven, we know that now, and the Blessed Virgin herself the brightest light of all.”

Father said, “I suppose she’d have to be, wouldn’t she? If she wasn’t given a bright light what hope would there be for any of us?” He spoke so warmly to Auntie Mary, so charmingly.

“She was two feet off the ground, sir, and her eyes lifted to Heaven in prayer for us all.”

“Did she say who she was praying for?” Father’s questions had a pro-found effect on Euclid, who angled himself so that he could look up and see both faces.

“No, sir, she didn’t say a thing. But you could tell from the look on her face that she was praying for all of us, and sure she’d have known we were after having another famine here, with the potatoes failed again.”

“I heard that,” said Father, as somberly as a heart breaking. “I heard that indeed. I’m sorry for your trouble.”

“Oh, sir, we’re out of it now—there’s so much money coming in, sure, can’t we buy potatoes. We’ve all these people coming here, thousands and thousands. Didn’t I hear there’s people coming here from Portugal?”

“Portugal?! Well, well.” But Father seemed intent on getting back to the apparition. “So the Blessed Virgin was in a white robe and a gold crown, they tell me, and you saw her and she was two feet above the ground. What of the two gentlemen? Were they—were they hovering too?”

In all my time, I have never encountered a man who speaks so kindly to others as my father does. Nora’s Auntie Mary warmed to him.

“Sir, they did, they hovered a bit, about two feet up, I’d say. Yes, about two feet, that’d be it.”

I saw Euclid hold out his hand to try and measure two feet above the ground.

“Did they say anything? Or did they look at you?”

“Sir, not one of them said a single word. And how could they look at us and their eyes raised in prayer to Heaven above? Although Paddy Hill, he’s taller than the rest of us, he was able to see into our Blessed Lady’s eyes, right in—and he could see the very cores of her eyes.”

Father said, “The lamb, was that now a young lamb, I mean newborn, or was it maybe a few weeks old? We’ve lambs at home.”

“Sir, the fleece was like snow, pure white, and the little mouth soft as velvet, and it had a meekness to it that’d make you proud. As to its age, I’m no good at guessing the age of a lamb, sir. I’d say—well, very young.”

“Did anyone notice how many angels?”

“Oh, sir, they came and they went, fluttering their little wings.”

Father said, in a grave tone, “I see. I see. Well—I s’pose that’s what angels do, isn’t it?”

“It is, sir, didn’t we always know that? Especially the smaller angels.”

“Oh, indeed, indeed.” Father sounded ever more grave. “I mean to say, if it was a large angel and anyone got a clout of one of his wings— I mean, a swan can break a man’s arm with a wing.” He prepared to go. “Well—it’s very important, we can tell that for a fact. Very important. And yourself? Did you feel in the better of it?”

“I did, sir, I felt better than I felt my whole life and I always felt good, mind you, I was never one for complaining. And now I’ve no need to complain at all.”

My father’s hand romped in his coat and drew out his wallet. “And I hope people are generous to you? For your time? And for giving so hearty an account of your great experience?” he asked.

“People are very good, sir. God is very good.”

“Ah, He is,” said my father, handing over some money, which the lady took and folded into her hand but never inspected.

“Sir, He sends me blessings every day.”

She directed us to the church: “You can’t miss it anyway, but you’ll have to walk the last bit, there’s no horse’d go through a crowd like that.”

Euclid had never seen a crowd of people and seemed apprehensive. I said to him, “But we have had many people in our house and on the terrace.”

Euclid said, “But they were our guests and we knew how they should behave.”

In Ireland, in my time, I have seen a great love of prayer. I myself do not pray, but many good people do, and I respect them for that. The sincerity of prayer that I have seen by people’s sick-beds, and the faith that I have heard people express, and the fervor with which they speak their pleadings—all such prayer, I have concluded, comes to resemble a kind of love, a passion for the God who looks over them, and who will bring them hope and salvation.

Many things move me to my soul and one of them is the sight of a venerable priest, all alone in the world, kneeling in his church and taking the opportunity for a quiet prayer in the day, when the church is empty. As I sometimes desire sanctuary from my busy life as a healer, I have seen this sight many times. I have also seen an old gentleman or lady come in to pay their respects to their faith, and sit or kneel there quietly, their lips moving tenderly. And I have been moved to my heart’s root, and at times have wondered whether my own life might be richer for the inclusion of such faith.

That day at Knock, however, when we first saw the throng of people, I felt none of the peace that such glimpses of quiet piety granted me; indeed, I felt at first fear, and then pity.

We left the house of Nora Buckley’s Aunt Mary and Father steered Polly along the road to the village. As we rounded a bend we saw before us as many people as I had ever seen. They stood pressed against each other, moving forward. A general silence prevailed, not a common occurrence in an Irish throng, but this silence had a rustle to it, as of leaves blown along the ground. The crowd edged forward, and as we drew nearer I could hear that the “rustle” came from the shuffle of the feet and the murmured chorus of breathed prayers.

An excitable man waving his arms directed us to a field which contained many conveyances—where another man (clearly the twin of the excitable one) made my father aware that a “donation” in respect of “guarding your side-car, sir,” would be looked upon with approval.

Father again handed over money. He remarked to us that “God has indeed been good to Knock” and we joined the rear of the crowd. Father and I kept Euclid firmly between us as we pressed forward; from behind Nora Buckley grabbed my coat and said that she was afraid.

“Nora, stay close to us,” said Father, “and you’ll be all right.”

“Is this apparition thing dangerous, sir?” she asked.

“It could be, it could be—but not to us, Nora,” and I saw that Father smiled.

We now shuffled forward for many minutes and, ahead, I soon perceived the church. By the roadside, men stewarded the press of people forward at a steady pace, saying to us, “Keep going now” but in a gentle and unhurried way. They knew (as did we) the crowd’s purpose: to pass the holy place and also hope to see a new apparition.

Soon, we came level with the wall of the church, and Father, using the bulk of his body with great firmness, eased us out of the crowd.

“I want to have a good look,” he said.

A man came forward and said, less than gently, “You can’t stop here,” but when Father shook the man’s hand “carefully” the man subsided. So we stood and looked—and I also inspected the faces of our little party.

Father scrutinized each part of that church wall as though in its rough surface lay some message, some secret. His eyes traveled from the eaves to the earth—and then he repeated the exercise. Euclid did likewise, and when he found nothing in its blank face he looked above him, seeking to discover, it seemed, whence the apparitions had descended. Again he looked at the wall and once more at the sky, and his expression, though guarded within the sight of so many people shuffling by, had enough in it to tell me that he ranged among excitement, fear, and doubt.

Nora Buckley, when she looked at the wall, whispered to me, “Is there prayers we should be saying? Will that only bring them back? They’d frighten me.”

For my part, I could see a flat surface upon which a vision might with great facility be discerned, I could see above my head the great clouds rolling by, bearing inland on winds from the west—but I felt neither rapture nor mystery. Perhaps, I thought, all this has too recently occurred for the church to have yet a powerful odor of sanctity; and so I turned to look discreetly at the people.

The breadth of that moving stream was about six to eight persons abreast on the narrow roadway, and there seemed no end to the tail of this long, gentle, shuffling animal; more and more people pressed forward—and this was not a Sunday.

All of Shakespeare’s Seven Ages of Man were represented. I saw infants held aloft to receive such blessing as the apparition had left in the air; children of school age with shining faces looked wonderingly from the lee of their parents. Men and women of marrying age, alone or in the company of their families, ill-dressed or comfortable, paused, stared, and bowed their heads in prayer. Two soldiers in red coats, one with a beard, walked respectfully within the crowd and for once did not receive taunts or strained gibes.

I was surprised to see so many people of comfortable means there, and my father, I noticed, nodded to a corpulent gentleman, whom he later named to me as a prominent judge, and then said, “Now what was he doing there? Seeking forgiveness, I suppose.”

Some pilgrims—for that is what I must call them—seemed exotic, dressed in what they must have considered their best attire, as though they had come in a bright garb intended to decorate such powers as they might find here. And I saw men who must be scholars, farmers, clerks, travelers in commerce, cattlemen, merchants, priests. Most of all, I saw old people; they made up the great bulk of this crowd, and their lips moved unceasingly.

At the foot of the wall crouched a line of strong men, close-knit in their grouping; they waited there to fend off those who would try and capture a relic from the fabric of the church. However, they or the authorities competent for this place relented in one wise, the most poignant sight of all; they had created a separate arena where people who evidently seemed in dire need of divine aid could congregate closest to the church.

I saw that day sights and shapes that I had neither encountered nor imagined; men and women, boys and girls with deformities and physical detractions that I could not have contemplated, much less have lived with. Their faces raised in hope, they and their accompanying relations—parents, sisters, spouses—prayed with a fervor of desperation.

Near our house there dwelt a family where a boy of my age shuffled and made foolish noises. I had seen him but once or twice and, truth to tell, felt in fear of him—and ashamed of myself for that fear. Now I saw more and worse than that: mouths drooling, eyes rolling, figures without arms or legs carried there in giant baskets. I had the thought that, if we were truly to witness miracles, did that mean that we would suddenly see an arm sprout, then a leg, then another arm, then another leg?

This irreverence, I knew, defended me; but as I stood there I saw that Euclid had begun to weep and, though no longer a baby, he turned and buried his face in the skirts of Father’s coat.

And I? I made a vow that day—a vow that I must help people, even though I did not have the knowledge as to what fashion and by what means.

For nearly three years I contemplated that day’s visions at Knock. We traveled a straighter road home, and we spoke little of our experiences. I kissed Nora Buckley one night beneath the trees in our upper field, a kiss full of teeth and softness. She held me kindly, her arms about my neck, saying, “We shouldn’t be doing this” and “Oh, you’re very nice.” Soon after, she left our house for work in England, and she died the next year in a mill accident; we sat about the table distraught when we heard the news. Euclid and I mourned her together and Euclid told me that he had always felt safe with her, and that on the days when he felt at his weakest, she gave him strength and made him laugh.

I now began to travel. My parents gave me letters of introduction and I rode here and there out across our lovely country, each journey a little longer than the one before, and I admired and relished what I saw, and I felt soothed every day by the trees and the rivers and the hills and the woods. And all the while I thought of the afflictions I had seen at that unforgettable shrine and wondered whether I might help to alleviate them.
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Charles O’Brien was nineteen years old when he felt moved by what he saw at Knock. In a more traditional or conventional Irish household he might have been shaped at that moment for the Catholic priesthood. Yet his future had, it seemed, already been outlined. He, as elder son, would inherit and continue.

Surprisingly, this did not happen; Knock, apparently, handed him a spur that prodded him forward into a life very different from the one anticipated for him. To the natural forces that had already been shaping him, he now added a wish to help his fellow man.

To begin with, he had been born with the poetic advantage of living in a beautiful land. And he wished to remain permanently aware of it. The O’Briens lived in the South Riding of County Tipperary, “riding” being an old Norse term for a “thirding,” or a third of a land tract. It runs from Hollyford and Holycross down to the county’s capital, Clonmel, birthplace of Laurence Sterne (and, therefore, Tristram Shandy), and home for a time of another English novelist, Anthony Trollope, whose sons were born there.

Beyond Clonmel, the South Riding reaches down to places with lovely names—Kilsheelan, Carrick-on-Suir, Ardfinnan, Knocklofty. The people who live in those lower reaches, flanked by the counties of Cork and Waterford, will tell you that Tipperary grows lovelier the farther south you go. Not much more than sixty miles stem to stern, this is inner space, luscious country, full of limestone beneath the soil, excellent for the bones of racehorses, with a rougher charm than the horse farms of New England and Kentucky or the stud farms of England. At least one racing stable ranks among the most successful in the world.

Although he doesn’t mention it, Charles O’Brien must have been put on a horse in early childhood. In the days when all gentlemen saw riding as their primary mode of transport, his father would have taken particular care to introduce his son to it. In time, Charles refers to his mare, Della, as though to a family member, and she gave him a service that lasted for almost thirty years, a good span even by today’s well-vetted standards.

On horseback, everything looks different. No truck, juggernaut, or car offers anything like the same vantage or intimacy. The countryside looks richer, sweeter, nearer—and the South Riding through which Charles O’Brien traveled has changed little. From his saddle today he would see the same freshness of green in the fields, the same mottled gray-white of limestone in the ruined abbeys and castles, the same enchanting dimness in the woodlands and copses, the same brown-and-silver sheen of a river glimpsed from the roadway.

Many of the horsemen of his time avoided the thoroughfares and rode their own routes. On the western journey to Tipperary, the shapes of old Norman castles, gaunt and alone against the sky, must have given him a sense of romance. As he rode east, the gentle sweep of the river and the stone arches of the river bridge in Golden brought him harmony, and an encouragement toward pleasant reflection. This was a universe in a small place.

Above all, if, during his first mile east or west of his home, he looked south, he saw through the trees the turrets and ramparts of the great mansion that would one day become one of his life’s two great preoccupations.

Furthermore, he knew from his own locality that the Irish countryside abounds with history, a serious factor in his life. Barons and despots led armies across here. Wild men abducted beautiful women here. Poets wrote famous songs here. Conspirators plotted revolution here.

And in the ordinary commerce of the time, romantic yet practical figures crossed this stage—such as the wine salesman from Woodford Bourne, in Cork, who rode across this countryside to the well-to-do houses (such as the O’Briens’); or the undertaker’s clerk, who rode down through the woods behind the house to measure old Mrs. O’Brien, Charles’s grandmother, for her coffin. And the ghosts of two famous hunting hounds ran the crests of the hills in winter twilights.

Judging from his powers of observation, Charles O’Brien must have known all these haunting things, and his sense of story glowed brighter and brighter. Therefore, when the time came to choose a life for himself, he did not elect to stay in one place. He found a means of combining his three loves, of looking at the countryside, learning about his land and its people, and contributing to their lives—while observing them.
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When I gained the age of twenty-one, Father deemed my four-handed education not merely complete but the equal of any university. Buckley, he knew, would have no ongoing part in my life; Mr. Halloran had shown, in his timid way, some impatience with my mathematical endeavors. Mrs. Curry’s influence with Oxford, and Miss Taylor’s with Trinity College, Dublin, took no root in my father, who said that too much further education might weaken me. He had expected that I must follow him into the management of the farm. If he felt disappointment that I did not do so, he concealed it from me; Father’s good manners inspire all who know him.

At one time after this decision became plain, it had crossed the family table that I might try for being a doctor. Mother praised my humanity and Euclid thought that I should enjoy very much “meeting the people,” as he put it, “and cutting them open.” I believe that the idea of medicine had originated with my father—but then he changed his mind and said that being a doctor carried with it a difficult and, in his view, inessential burden of respectability, and a man should not think of such things until he had sown some wild oats.

“But if healing the sick seems like a necessary power to you,” he said, “you might think of belonging to an older tradition than doctoring. And it’ll get you out and about.”

He sent me with a letter of introduction to a man some miles away, near Bansha, a man named Egan. I remembered this man well, and with good reason. At the age of six, I became covered in ringworm, an infection picked up from our cattle. Large circles of sore and itchy red scales covered my body from my ankles to my neck, and we saw doctors in Limerick, Cork, and Dublin, as well as our own beloved Dr. O’Malley. None of them, for all their goodwill and sympathy, could help me; their ointments and oils failed to make a cure.

Down in the kitchen, Cally, the housekeeper, and Mrs. Ryan’s daughter, Biddy, who plucked our fowl for the table, directed us to Mr. Egan.

Biddy, from among the feathers: “He’s a quack all right, ma’am, but he’s kind of, like, a better class of a quack.”

Cally, hands a-floured with baking: “Isn’t he back from Colorado, isn’t he, working on the railways with them Red Indians and them sort of people?”

Biddy: “And he brought the snake-oil home with him, ma’am, and anybody’d tell you that snake-oil is the best thing of all. I heard the Pope uses it if he has anything at him, like, you know, boils and things.”

Oh, I wanted to see snake-oil. Did it have iridescent colors? Was it compounded from different venoms?

I remembered Mr. Egan as an exceptionally kind and warm-hearted little man, with a huge wife. (“He has a mountain to climb,” said my father on the way home. My mother laughed and laughed; I was only six.) My parents and I had been shown into a small bedroom at the rear of the cottage, where portraits of racing greyhounds had been pinned up around the walls. Mr. Egan looked at such ringworm on me as he could view without my undressing, and said to my parents, “We’ll only try it out on what we can see.”

He produced the bottle, which, to my disappointment, contained a muddy green liquid streaked with yellow and orange until he shook it, when it became an opaque mud color; I had expected glittering scales and diamond patterns. When I took off my shoes and stockings and rolled up the legs of my knickerbockers, Mr. Egan, using a large goose feather, began to paint my sores. The liquid hurt like fury, stung me to tears.

My perturbed father asked, “What is that stuff? Is that—?”

“Snake-oil, sir.”

“And what kind of a snake?”

“They call it a king rattlesnake.”

“Ah, no wonder it stings,” said my father. To console me he said, “Now you’ll never be killed by a king rattlesnake; you’ll have the antidote already inside you.”

“That’s so,” said Mr. Egan, and we all agreed afterward that he seemed an especially sound man. We agreed it doubly when, next morning, the ringworm began to disappear from my skin. The raw red badges seemed almost to fade even as we looked at them, and we were jubilant. Mother then painted the other affected parts of my body, and by the weekend each ringworm circle had receded to a mild glow; Father kept the rest of the bottle for the cattle.

“I’m going to put money on a horse for that man,” he said. He often did this—but he never told them beforehand; as he said, “I don’t want them following the race and then being disappointed.”

Recently, I asked Mother, whose memory remains excellent, whether she had ever heard anyone thank Father for the winnings from such a gift. She looked at me, reflected for a moment, and then crumpled with laughter.

Given that little oasis of personal history with ringworm, I felt more than pleased when my father suggested that I learn healing from Mr. Egan—who, when I went to see him, remembered my parents and me, and therefore listened attentively to the notion of my becoming his apprentice. His wife, larger than ever, seemed especially interested in the venture. But it seemed to present a difficulty to them, and I understood the problem: the slow business of teaching someone else all that Mr. Egan knew; the presence of another person by his side all day, every day; the confidences that he must exercise, yet keep. And he put these points to me very clearly. However, I am pleased to say that my father had given me liberty to make an offer of payment for serving my time. I was proud to have overcome Mr. Egan’s objections by increasing the amount a few times, whereupon the good healer caved in—and most graciously.

His first lesson drew on knowledge that I already possessed—recognition of wild plants. Mr. Egan sent me out to collect foxglove, Digitalis purpurea. I knew it well and I knew where to find it—in hedgerows facing southwest and sometimes a little overhung by the shrubs surrounding it. When I returned, Mr. Egan expressed his pleasure.

“And you didn’t get it still green?” he said. “Well, very good.”

He then showed me his preparation, which he gave to people with weak hearts. I have undertaken to keep his secrets, and therefore I cannot pass on to the world his excellent remedy for all manner of heart ailment.

“When I started using this first,” he told me, “we had a little accident. Well, she was an old lady anyway, and there was a sense in which she had a blessed release. But it taught me never to mix too strong a mixture. And you know, don’t you, that you should never eat the foxglove itself? Down you’ll go like a stone if you do, straight down dead. Well, experience is the best teacher.”

Urtica provided my next quest—the common nettle; I never learned the other half of its botanical name. But through Mr. Egan I did learn of its efficacy in bringing about sleep if mixed in a soup; and of rubbing it on the skin to cure wasp and bee stings. Mr. Egan asked if I knew where to find nettles, and I said that they grow in many places. However, he directed me to the most abundant source of all.

“Outside any house,” he said, “find the plot of ground where people empty theirselves and that’s where the nettle grows.” And, as I told him, I already knew how to pluck a nettle—reach straight for it, grasp the leaf directly, and it will not sting.

One day, we sat outside Mr. Egan’s door in the sunshine, mixing his powders and allocating them into his little boxes. (“My boxes,” he would exclaim when we traveled, “did I forget my boxes again?”—but he never did.) At noon, a most exotic gentleman arrived. Mr. Egan jumped up to meet him and they had a vigorous and delighted exchange. The man wore a wide scarlet cloth bound tightly about his head, and his mustaches looped like the horns of a foreign ram.

Mr. Egan introduced me. “Mr. O’Brien, come here till you meet my friend and colleague Mr. Juniper Singh.”

The man smelt of coconut, and he had a delightful smile. I learned that he supplied Mr. Egan with powdered juniper, whose efficacy contributed much to Mr. Egan’s repute; it often proved satisfactory in the release from “the stone.” Many Irish people build stones in their kidneys; Mr. Egan takes the opinion that it comes of drinking too much milk.

Juniper Singh agreed: “Yes, very definitely, very very definitely. Much too much milk. And we must not forget—much too much cream.”

I shall refer again and again to my seven years with Mr. Egan—they proved enchanting. At the end of it my father said, “Hippocrates is up against it now” and then added, “And so, by the way, is King Croesus.”

At which I smiled ruefully, and thanked him mightily, told him that I would prove a credit to him. He said that I already was, that he had been hearing details from all around the countryside as to what a kind healer I was turning out to be, and that several people believed that they owed to me some great improvements in their lives. It was true that I had visited many homes—always, of course, with Mr. Egan. We saw myriad patients with myriad illnesses; some we cured utterly and some less so.

Especially satisfying to me were those cures, as with my ringworm, where everything else had failed. A man in North Cork approached our booth at a cattle fair one day and asked whether we could help cure his throat ailment. He opened his mouth; Mr. Egan looked in, recoiled a little, and then said to me, “Mr. O’Brien, I’d much appreciate your opinion.”

I looked in too, and this poor fellow’s throat was shining-red raw— how he spoke I do not know. Mr. Egan looked at me inquiringly, and we both pondered for a little time.

“Do you swallow much?” I asked the gentleman. “I mean—outside of when you are eating or drinking?”

Later, Mr. Egan confided that he thought me brilliant for thinking of such a question.

“I have a nervous disposition,” said the man. “I swallow a lot even when my mouth is dry, and it’s a bit of a habit with me now.”

“You mean—when something threatens you or makes you feel uncertain, you swallow.”

“And swallow again,” said the man. “My wife is a bit on the harsh side.”

“Therefore,” I deduced, “if you have nothing to swallow, you merely rub the sides of your throat against each other.”

So I devised a small piece of iron for him, to keep in his cheek until he recovered from the habit. In other words, I replaced his fears with a greater fear—that of swallowing the iron, which, I told him, he should never be able to pass through his system, and that it would therefore live in him and rust in his body’s waters and cause severe illness.

Then we gave him a sage-and-chamomile powder, told him to make it as if making tea, and to gargle with it. Mr. Egan lastly sold him a lavender-and-eucalyptus oil, which the sufferer must rub into the skin of the throat. He went on his way a pleased man and, as the word spread around the fair, we spent the rest of that day overwhelmed with people seeking our skills.
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On the easy pathway to his “career” decision—love of the countryside, the wish to discover his nation, the desire to heal—Mr. O’Brien omitted one colorful detail. In his youth he would have seen interesting travelers arrive at his home. Nineteenth-century rural Ireland abounded with itinerants of all kinds. Every country fair, parish, town, and village had a traveling somebody-or-other—herbalist, singer, peddler, storyteller, troupe of actors. Many of these, such as Juniper Singh, had an exotic whiff.

Peddlers, often with their goods on a brightly colored tray or in a gaudy tin box, sold hairpins, bootlaces, cotton thread on reels, cards of elastic, needles, and pins, decks of playing cards. Juniper Singh (whom it has proven impossible to trace) was almost certainly an Indian peddler who got to Ireland via London and Liverpool, and whose exotic appearance formed part of his commercial style. Other itinerants, dressed like Gypsies, told fortunes. “Cross my palm with silver,” they said, and, naturally, the more silver coins, the rosier the future.

The healers sold magical oils—hair restorers, “vigor potions” for men, elixirs of love and life. More seriously, they brought cures, which would be discussed long after they had departed. Some claimed to specialize, such as in settling rheumatism or, in Mr. Egan’s case, curing ringworm, which was widespread in the rural communities.

Renown went according to efficacy, and fame was available. Certainly the arrival of a healer with a reputation brought an audience. To this day, certain healers—admittedly of the more mystical kind—will pack the halls in some Irish counties. A seventh son of a seventh son is still thought to possess extraordinary powers.

Charles O’Brien made no such quasi-divine claims. He served his time to a man who at least had tried to understand how herbs worked in various treatments. Formal medicine had not been available to the dispossessed Irish peasantry. Therefore, their reliance upon nature and its blessings continued, in part, far into the twentieth century.

His brevity at that moment in his text arose from his great passion. At a point when he might have been expected to write expansively of his healing works and his interest in curing people, he proved impatient to get down on paper what he saw as the main event of his life. Whether from a desire to share it with his putative readers or from a need to objectify it by writing it down and then viewing it, he fairly races to it.

In effect, he withholds the experiences and observations of several years of traveling around Ireland (and major information about his own place in history) in order to begin describing what he considered the crucial moment of his existence.
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It is time to introduce the first accounts of the enduring passion at my Life’s core. This madness, this obsession, began (as I have earlier stated) in 1900, on a November afternoon in Paris, and it endures to this day, more than twenty years later.

When my seven-year apprenticeship with Mr. Egan matured and when I—or, rather, my father—had purchased from him my rights to use his many secrets, Mr. Egan and I parted company in a most amicable way and I set out on my own. I was in my twenty-eighth year.

My mentor and teacher had kindly allotted to me many of his patients, some of them ill indeed, and I began my journeys here, there, and everywhere to see them. Mr. Egan and I had undertaken to avoid conflicting our interests at fairs and suchlike—we reached an arrangement whereby I would practice in the North and West in the winter, the South and East in the summer; in his travels, Mr. Egan would reverse this. We joked that we might meet in Athlone, the very center of the country, at the equinoxes of mid-March and mid-September.

My visits seemed to fall out, turn and turn about, in the homes of the native Irish and the Anglo-Irish. They continued in this fashion for a decade—a decade of enjoyable travel and mostly rewarding attention to the ill and the frail. People recommended me to their friends and relations, and often I found myself being handed around in a circle of appreciative connection.

One such circle, when my fame, such as it is, had spread, led me to attend—with great success—Lady Mollie Carew in her summer home at Bantry. (For obvious reasons of taste and discretion, there will be many occasions when I do not reveal the nature of what I was required to address.)

Lady Mollie was a well-traveled woman and a gourmande; my herbs and powders allowed her to continue her enjoyment of food on the epic scale that had become her way. During August 1900, I spent a most enjoyable few days with her; we sat on her lawns and watched seamist roll up from the Atlantic Ocean on evenings of great balm; she seemed most contented, and we knew great fondness for each other.

In November 1900, then, I received a letter from her, sent to my parents’ home in Tipperary. (Fortunately, I had been in Kilkenny and intended to call and see my family, from whom I had been away that year for several months.) She had written to ask urgently whether I could, with my “great powers,” discreetly help her “dear friend.” If I would journey to Paris, she would provide for me “to meet this great person and I only pray that you shall arrive in time.”

For Lady Mollie I would undertake any obligement, and I know that she would be the first to agree that many mutual appreciations have passed between us—but she spurred me further with the name of her friend, which caused me intense excitement. I left home immediately and traveled in a welter of anticipation. By nightfall I was headed to the coast, thence to England, thence by train to Dover, and thence (with a short delay occasioned by fog in the English Channel) to Calais—and at last Paris, where, one morning at eleven o’clock, I presented Lady Mollie’s letter of introduction and met my patient.

I was the fifth person in the room that noontide—and one of us became immortal. The visiting doctor, from Her Majesty’s Embassy, went home to take luncheon with his wife. Another English gentleman, his face turned away from the rest of us, wept freely—in anticipation, I suspected, of the mourning to come. A nursing attendant came and went, sour as a sloe. And I? I had come to heal the man who grew immortal.

My letter of introduction was taken in hand by the English gentleman, a Mr. Turner, who dried his tears and exclaimed, “Ah, Lady Mollie Carew’s healer”—at which point the doctor, I observed, graciously excused himself. I was led forward to the bedside, but could only see my patient from behind—the bed had been turned about in the apartment and faced the window for the sunlight.

Many rooms of infirmity give off an odor—of medicine, of physical failing; in this bedchamber, I caught the scent of lavender.

“He’s here,” said Mr. Turner to the person in the bed, and stepped aside for me to be greeted, and to greet.

I saw a man in considerable pain, and then I heard a man of unforgettable voice.

“Sir, I have been awaiting your kind skills,” said Mr. Oscar Wilde to me—Oscar Fingal O’Flahertie Wills Wilde.

I felt shy, but not intimidated—a man of such perfect manners knows how to put one at ease. He bade me sit beside him and began a pleasant interrogation; he asked me a multitude of questions about my journeys, the people I had met, the cures that I had effected, my family. When I told him that my mother came from the same stock as his great playwriting predecessor Oliver Goldsmith, his eyes lit up.

“Dear Noll,” he said. “I was told that he looked like an ape. His appearance was so grotesque that children threw stones at him in the street. I take it that your mother fared better?”

I assured him of her beauty.

Could it be that this remarkable man was to be my patient? His name aroused such passion—of opprobrium and support. He had written one of the most delightful plays in the world, The Importance of Being Earnest, which I myself had seen four times. On the heels of this and other great successes, he had then been tormented in three court trials.

I had long known what he looked like—who could have not? His jowled face, his velvet suits, the tapered alabaster hand holding out a flower to the world—these had been every caricaturist’s delight.

I said, “Sir, I hope that I may have the honor to do you kindness; please let me take your hand.”

A patient’s touch writes a message to me; a hand says more than a face; a grip will tell more than a frown. Mr. Wilde had an excellent hand, though a trifle cold; more significantly, he did not confine himself to a passing handshake—he took my hand and held it, and I felt the urgency of his appeal.

His face had become mottled and purple; he had not shaved for many days; his great eyes looked at me like carriage-lamps, with the appeal of a creature seeking help in a desperate way.

“I am in terrible pain,” he said, “and I have no money. I cannot tell which of these cuts goes deeper.”

“Where does your physical ache hurt?” I asked.

He gestured. On the side of his head farthest from me and therefore until that moment out of my sight, his ear wore a heavy dressing.

“They say that I am deeply infected,” he said. “And—” He hesitated; I waited. “I miss my children. I have two boys, you know. They are not allowed to see their papa. They are not allowed to remember him. Do you have a son?”

I shook my head. “Sir, I am a bachelor. Not through wishing to be, but I have not yet found a true love.”

“A bachelor is a man with no children to speak of,” said Mr. Wilde, and we laughed.

That moment of first inquiry with a patient has a powerful importance. It enables the healer to ask questions that nobody else can broach; it permits the necessary familiarity—intimacy, even—that allows a confidence essential in healing to pass from one to the other and back again.

“Sir, perhaps you will be good enough—if it doesn’t tire you too much—to tell me the history of this ailment.”

“You know, I do not think that I have ever before seen a man with actually yellow hair,” he said. “I assumed it belonged only in mythology.”

With that, Mr. Wilde and I began our treatment.

He told me that he had fallen on a stone floor, and that in the fall he had cracked his head. Next morning, he had felt a “whirling” in his ear, and next night it had begun to ache unendurably. I asked what treatments he had so far received, and he said that the only potion he had valued possessed opium, “for dulling all my senses, including pain.”

We then talked of his food and drink; he said that his enjoyments had lately shrunk, and that he might accommodate truffles, but “the season and the economies” currently ran against him. Wine still agreed with him—he liked a light southern white wine.

“And to my astonishment,” he said, “I find that I like German wines. Do you?”

“Some,” I said. “A hock here and there.”

“Oh, I like that,” he said. “A hock here and there.”

I began to take notes.

At four o’clock I returned. With permission from the hotel kitchen, I mixed some herbs in a pot, added a powder of my own devising, which contained alum and potassium (I am not permitted to disclose other ingredients), and set it to cool upon a window-sill. My treatment would commence with an application of this mixture to Mr. Wilde’s ear. If I could begin to dry the suppuration, which the dressings scarcely absorbed, then I could address the underlying ailment. I believed that he had suffered an internal perforation in his fall and, due to his unfortunate notoriety, he had been attended to carelessly or not at all.

By the time my mixture had cooled, Mr. Wilde had awakened. The nursing gentleman, Monsieur Hainnen (of whom, regrettably, more later), began to change the dressing, and this afforded me the opportunity of applying my treatment. With great care, I poured the lotion into Mr. Wilde’s ear, asking him what, if anything, he felt. Other than a cooling sensation, he told me, he felt nothing. I allowed the lotion to rest a moment or two; he still felt nothing, and I directed M. Hainnen to apply a new dressing.

Mr. Wilde turned to me in a mood of great beseeching.

“I feel no better,” he said in a disappointed voice. “And I have such high hopes of you.”

“It seems to me,” I said, “that in the interest of not adding to your discomfort, I may have under-strengthened the medicine. In the morning, if you feel that no efficacy has taken place, I shall think again. This may take some time.”

He took my hand again.

“Cyril and Vyvyan,” he said. “Those are my boys. Do you have brothers and sisters?”

“I have a brother named Euclid,” I said.

“Oh, splendid!” cried Mr. Oscar Wilde. “Euclid O’Brien! Splendid.”
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He was the shooting star of his day, and he streaked across the sky from Ireland to England. His father, Sir William Wilde, a Dublin ear, nose, and throat surgeon, after fathering numerous bastards had married an unusual woman, Jane Francesca Elgee, who became a political activist writing under the name Speranza. Oscar was born in the small conduit street of Westland Row in October 1854, the second legitimate child of his father.

Brilliant in school, he shone ever brighter at university, and soon became a student legend. Once, a professor asked him to recite, from the Gospels in Greek, an account of the crucifixion of Christ. Oscar rattled it off—and kept going. The professor repeatedly attempted to interrupt: “Thank you, Mr. Wilde, you have amply demonstrated your knowledge of the text.” But Oscar pleaded, “Oh, do let me go on—I want to see how it all ends.”

He was too aesthetic for the hearty athletes in Oxford, who came to his rooms to “rag” him; but at six feet three he threw them down the stairs. And later he coshed with a beer mug American miners in a frontier town who’d assumed that the man in the velvet suit reciting verse from the stage of the saloon was a sissy.

Oscar’s brilliance flamed through nineteenth-century London. Those who saw him in action at dinner remarked upon the gold of his language, the silver of his tongue. He became a big man in every sense; his appearance matched his performance. He dressed with a dandy’s power. A heavy and sensuous face, with a purse of the lips, was overlooked by dense eyelashes, which prodded a later poet to write of his “bees-wing’d eyes.”

Energetic as perpetual motion, he turned out poems, plays, articles, and stories of great charm and insight. He could sketch a heart or a garden in a phrase. Devoted to his wife, Constance, and their two small sons, commanded and inspired by his dominating mother, he stood out in the landscape like a pillar of brilliant glass—which shattered.

Oscar had an underlife, in which—perhaps, innocently enough to begin with, and for sheer delight in beauty—he vociferously expressed romantic love for the young Lord Alfred Douglas. “Bosie” was as seductive as silk. He led Oscar down the darker alleyways of London, where rent boys lurked and orgies burned like secret fires in the night.

Bosie’s father was the tempestuous Marquis of Queensberry (famous for drafting the safety rules in professional boxing). One day, scandalized by the talk of his son’s antics, he left a card in a gentlemen’s club, calling Oscar a “somdomite.” Perhaps as much for the misspelling as anything else, Oscar sued for libel, then withdrew the case—too late.

He was criminally indicted under the laws of indecency that governed all homosexuality at the time. The jury disagreed, but he was prosecuted yet again and received a merciless two-year sentence in jail. On the railway platforms, as he was transported in chains from London to Reading Gaol, the public spat in the face of this gilded man, whose soul had previously set the world alight.

When Lady Carew summoned Charles O’Brien, Oscar and his friends had already tried many avenues of medicine. Penicillin would have cured him, but it still hid in the future. The ailment proved insusceptible to any medical treatment, and thus Mr. O’Brien was clutched at as, veritably, the last hope.

His description of that first encounter may have been discreet as to the true appearance of Oscar Wilde. All other eyewitness accounts tell of a once-gorgeous man now bloated, jaundiced, a ruin; Oscar was forty-six.

Incidentally, the doctor in question was Dr. Maurice a’Court Tucker, an English doctor in Paris sent, as Mr. O’Brien discovered, to Wilde’s bedside by the British ambassador to France.
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It will not, I hope, compress my account unacceptably if I tell that, over the next week, I attended Mr. Wilde every day, twice a day—once in the morning to assess the effects of the previous treatment, and again later on to apply a new measure.

On the second Tuesday of our acquaintance, matters disintegrated suddenly and regrettably. As usual, I called upon him in the morning, and now I found him truly desperate. In the previous days, he had become more and more distressed in himself and, wincing with anxiety, he had begun to implore me for different treatments, better results. In the kitchen of the hotel I mixed my strongest potion yet.

Came the afternoon. The morning had already had its difficulties; nobody had told Dr. Tucker that this healer from Ireland had called on Mr. Wilde every day. Although I had seen the doctor on my first visit, I had not yet been introduced to him. He always arrived after I had gone. To be plain, educated physicians do not like herbal artists such as myself— to them I am a quack, a charlatan—and this was the first occasion on which Dr. Tucker and I attended our patient at the same time.

I became vaguely aware that today he had brought with him from the British Embassy a young woman; I believe that I heard him murmur to someone, “Mr. Wilde’s new companion.”

As I approached the bed, Mr. Wilde was being assisted by the nurse, M. Hainnen. This unpleasant and self-important man with pale gray skin had a stiff way of standing that made him look like a dead tree. He now helped the ailing giant into his braided, wine-colored velvet smoking jacket, which looked incongruous over the nightshirt that billowed underneath it. I said that I needed to apply my treatment, and M. Hainnen waved me away. But Mr. Wilde heard me and called out, “In a moment, Mr. O’Brien. We shall do it when I am in my chair.”

I stepped back as Dr. Tucker and Mr. Turner then assisted Monsieur Hainnen; and they all half-carried Mr. Wilde to the large chair that gave him a view over the roofs of Paris.

As Hainnen stood aside, having removed Mr. Wilde’s dressing, I stepped forward with my flask, ready to pour. I asked the nurse, fairly cheerily, “How’s the patient?” and he looked at me coldly; he had bitterly opposed my ministrations of the past days.

“Maladroit! Imbécile!” And having hissed his insults (too cowardly to speak them aloud, lest Mr. Wilde come to my defense), he huffed past me like a train leaving the station. As he did he jolted into me and knocked the flask from my hand to the floor. It did not break—but it did spill the potion I had mixed, which then began to spread across the carpet in a wide smear. Indeed, the nurse had proved the maladroit one.

Hainnen now rushed forward, as did Dr. Tucker, as did Mr. Turner, who skidded a little on the spilt mixture, which, because it had a sulfur base, began to burn a smoking hole in the carpet. Mr. Turner staggered against the wall and put out a hand to save himself, thereby dragging out of true a picture hanging there. All persons, except Mr. Wilde and myself, became alarmed. I retrieved the flask from the floor, but he waved me away.

“I am too ill today, Mr. O’Brien. Come back tomorrow.”

Mr. Wilde then gestured to the askew picture; and the young person of whom I had been but dimly aware darted forward. She stepped quickly onto a low chair—and that is how I first gazed upon the woman who became my beloved. Swiftly and with assurance, she adjusted the picture, looked straight into my eyes—I was no more than two few feet from her face—stepped from the chair, and returned to Dr. Tucker’s side.

Mr. Wilde assessed the corrected picture, nodded his approval, settled, began to a breathe a little easier—and Dr. Tucker stepped forward.

“Mr. Wilde, you will recall that I offered you some excellent company. May I present her?”

The girl stepped forward, to be in Mr. Wilde’s full view. When I saw her face and her entire being I began to feel a strange force around my heart and my eyes. As from a great distance, I heard Mr. Wilde say to Dr. Tucker, “How kind of you to bring me not only beauty but young beauty.”

My heart began to thump, my eyes began to blur, and my breath began to catch, as though a hundredweight pressed upon my chest. Mr. Wilde waved a hand to distribute everybody around him. Dr. Tucker introduced a hassock and obliged the girl to sit on it—at Mr. Wilde’s feet, so to speak.

“What is your name, child?”

“April Burke.”

“Child, one must always ask a lady her age—it thrills her to be given an opportunity to lie.”

“I fear that I am no more than eighteen, Mr. Wilde.”

“Ahhh!” He sighed like a bellows organ. “Only the young fear being young.”

“May I make you comfortable in some way?” she asked. “Shall I read to you?”

Mr. Wilde reached forward, took her hand between his, and reflected.

“Burke?” He played with the word. “Irish, yes? A Norman? A de Burgo was among the first Normans to land in Ireland.” He paused, thought for a moment. “You know—I knew of a Burke, an actress. She was as tall as you, though not so blond nor so composed. And her name, her name—” He paused, as if in wonder. “Do you know, child? I believe that her name was also April Burke. Yes! She was”—he spoke it slowly— “Mrs.—Terence—Burke. Yes. But I do recall that her name was April. Oh, my Lord! She vanished, you know—she disappeared. Yes. April Burke. I met her. She was beautiful. As are you, child.”

The girl leaned forward to claim his attention. “I believe, Mr. Wilde, that my grandmother was an actress who disappeared.”

That afternoon Oscar Wilde gave his last performance. Delivered in private, it changed two people’s worlds forever, and the echoes have been resounding across my life for the decades since.

[image: image]

In 1900, Queen Victoria was still on the throne. The British Empire had redrawn the map of the world. And the name Oscar Wilde remained a synonym for disgrace. Other than the two agonized masterpieces inspired by prison, De Profundis and The Ballad of Reading Gaol, Wilde scarcely wrote again.

After his release, he became a lumbering, pained wanderer. He turned up in towns and villages across Europe, approaching people for free meals in return for telling them what he called “the extraordinary story of my life.” And he never condemned the man who brought him down, Lord Alfred Douglas, the dreadful Bosie, disliked by all who knew him— except, fatally, Oscar.

When Constance Wilde discovered that, after prison, Oscar had once again had a meeting with Bosie, she divorced him. She changed their children’s surname to Holland—and she died, of spinal cancer, in 1898, a few months after Oscar was released.

Oscar fell like Lucifer tumbled out of Paradise. This was a man who had changed the meaning of the word “style.” He believed that creativity applies all across life. If one is artistic, he insisted, one should not be afraid to let the world see it—in dress, actions, household, presence. That was “style.” Now he lay in a room whose decor he famously disliked, desperately seeking any kind of help to stop his body from closing down, and having a last fillip of glory from nothing more than the memory of an actress he had once fleetingly met, and theatrical gossip he had once heard.

Oscar gave all the time—he gave in talk, in story, in money, in suffering. His impact on the theater and its practitioners was enormous, and continues. The world still flocks to Lady Windermere’s Fan, to An Ideal Husband, and above all to The Importance of Being Earnest. Any English-speaking school that attempts drama has been bound to consider him in its repertoire. Many of his plays have had more than one production for the screen.

Those who knew him said that Wilde seemed incapable of being dull (which was, of course, his greatest fear). Before he died, distraught and reduced as he was, he could still have a profound effect on those around him. Charles O’Brien saw that, and said as much: Oscar’s “last performance,” he observes, “changed two people’s worlds forever.” To this day, Oscar Fingal O’Flahertie Wills Wilde affects all who consider him. Largely redeemed by history, and liberated in the huge advances of moral tolerance, he became even more influential after his death.
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The great man became animated; he sat higher in his chair. Dr. Tucker smiled in approval at his young protégée; this was exactly what he had hoped she would do—cheer up the patient by listening to him, encourage him, attend him with her eyes and ears.

“Now I remember! Yes, April Burke, she had dark eyes like Constance. Constance was my wife. Dark eyes like you. Yes, oh, I recall it all now.”

April Burke said, “Please tell me about her.”

I felt myself tremble; a sweat began cooling my hot neck. Her face seemed to be alight. Without yet knowing that I had done so, I had determined that this was the woman who would make me safe, who would make me aspire to—and reach—greatness.

Taking his hands back from the young woman’s, Mr. Wilde spread them in an Italian gesture and began.

“When I met her, she had come down from Belfast, part of a troupe that played the cities and big towns for most of the year. I was barely twenty-one; I had been visiting my mother in Dublin and had gone to Jammet’s Restaurant with two friends to eat snails. She came in—no, she entered; yes, “entered” is the word. She had the true gift of drama, which is knowing how to gain immediate and universal attention.

“Of the people with her, I recognized a fellow called Fallon, who introduced me to your grandmother and said, ‘This is Mrs. Burke. She is greater than Sarah Bernhardt.’ And, my dear child, she was enchanting. We spoke only for a moment, and yet for days I continued to think about her; and even though I do not wish to dwell upon this, she had something of Miss Bernhardt’s background, or so it was said.”

Now more comfortable, he warmed up his story. It appears that he had continued to make inquiries about the beautiful actress for many years—and needed to, because her story had such strangeness in it.

April Burke the First (as Mr. Wilde now called her) had been born in County Limerick, along the river Shannon’s banks in a place called Parteen. In those days, and indeed even in 1900, actresses often ranked no higher than courtesans. It seems that, with very considerable bravery, April Burke the First took her beauty to the stage, where she sang and danced in all manner of companies. Here, I shall try to replicate the richness of Mr. Wilde’s narration as he told the grandmother’s story to the unknowing but glowing granddaughter.
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She had an elegance of movement; her walk was a glide. And being a gifted actress, she had the same elegance in her hands too, and her arms. She gestured much when she spoke, and her gestures added the commas and brackets to her physical conversation. I remember her eyes—so much like your eyes, child, that deep softness of brown velvet. She had a long nose, not so retroussé as yours, not so tip-tilted, and with not the same curve at the end of the nostrils. Her lips had some but not all of your voluptuousness. And she had your smile, a wonderful, curving slice of joy. Nothing pleases a man so much as a woman’s smile, particularly if she wants something from him.

Next day, I wrote to this Mrs. Burke at the theater in which she was appearing. I had to leave for London, but my mail was being sent onward to me. For days, then weeks, I waited for the favor of a reply, but none came—an unthinkable matter in those days of good manners. My life naturally took me over, and even though I never forgot that luminescent encounter, I did not pursue her as actively as I wished I had done.

Some years later, I wrote a play in which she would have been perfectly suited—like you, child, she had the willowy height, the abundant hair, the force of presence. I made inquiries about this beautiful Mrs. Burke and found that, even though nobody could offer any proof of anything surrounding her, a tale had begun to grow up—a tale of passion and sorrow and lives interrupted and Life turned violently around.

It appears that her husband, Terence Burke, owned a large estate in Tipperary, a county with which, as with so many others, I am unfamiliar. Mr. Burke had fallen in love with his actress in a frightful village hall, where she performed extracts from Shakespeare. Smitten to his heart, Mr. Burke pursued her, taking his carriage across the country to see her every performance.

After many such journeys, over many months, she finally agreed to marry him—I am given to understand that the winning note was sounded when he promised to build a theater in his house for her. And he did—he built a fully equipped theater seating one hundred people. When the last nail had been hammered into place, Terence Burke made this beautiful woman his wife. Part of the marriage bargain was that she should return to the stage for some time.

But another part of her bargain with Mr. Burke said that after a number of years she would retire and have children. And she did retire, and I believe that a son was born—in the great house.

Now the story’s thread begins to fray. As I have heard it, when Mrs. Burke concluded her confinement and when doctor and midwife pronounced her fit and well, her husband came to see her, to receive and admire his son and heir. She is said to have handed him the child in the confinement room, showed him also the nursery that had been prepared, and slipped quietly out of the room, never to return.

But I have also heard that before her husband came to see his son, Mrs. Burke had received, in conditions of great secrecy, another visitor. This person, a handsome lady, quite exotic, had bribed the midwife to permit her entry to the confinement room through the servants’ quarters. And I have heard that, after exhibiting signs of great distress at this stranger’s arrival, Mrs. Burke, the beautiful actress, crept away with this creature that night.

Mr. Burke, understandably distraught, arranged for a great hunt to be mounted. He called upon all his rich friends and they assembled militias of searchers, but the beautiful fugitive was never found. She had quite simply vanished.

Soon after, the unfortunate man, having lost his wife in the worst way of all—by which I mean, to circumstances that remained inexplicable— died of natural causes. He was found—I could not have written it better myself—on the stage of his own theater in his own castle; he had suffered an apoplexy. The child disappeared, and I have no knowledge of the estate’s resolution; I heard that lawyers closed the house up after his death, and that it lies disused. I expect it has fallen into the hands of the probate courts. Which must be a shame—I recall hearing that the house may have been one of the most beautiful in Europe, and therefore in the world.

And that, child, is the story, as I know it, of the beautiful Mrs. Terence Burke. Indeed, I recalled the plight of her child when I was writing the character of Jack Worthing in The Importance of Being Earnest—Jack, you remember, was found in a handbag.
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During this narrative the room had fallen still. Outside the window, the hooves of Paris clopped by; I could see a gaunt tree on which a few leaves continued to cling. My mind ricocheted between the young woman before me and the house whose enchanted turrets I had seen across the fields since my first awareness—a place that indeed lay disused and disputed. I longed to burst forward and tell how Tipperary Castle had been in my eyes since birth—but Mr. Wilde had grown tired. He sagged in his chair, and his hands dropped from the many operatic gestures which he had employed to tell the tale. His brain had not yet dulled, and he had one last—and, for me, consuming—thought to offer.

“Do you find it curious, child, that so much of you resembles the leading lady in this drama?”

Her eyes had never left Mr. Wilde’s face. Of all the people there she had been the one most affected by what was narrated, and so had given Mr. Wilde the audience every man craves: a beautiful, attentive, and appreciative listener. She extracted herself from her reverie.

“Mr. Wilde, I am the only child of—” She paused, and her hands became a knot. “A man named Terence Burke. That is my father’s name.”

“How old is your father?”

“I do not know.”

“How much do you know of his antecedents?”

“Very little.”

“Does not your mother know? I find women much more inquisitive about breeding.”

“She died when I was very young.”

“Then, dear child, might it not be the case that you are the sole heir to a great Irish estate? A mixed blessing, perhaps?”
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Like the novels of the nineteenth century, Victorian Ireland abounded with spectacular tales of crazy inheritance. They were crazed by the law and its labyrinthine complications; crazed by the disputes of politics; crazed by estates left aslant and unused when their bachelor owners failed to return from a war or two; crazed by medieval practices such as “entail”—a law under which women had no right to inherit.

Tipperary Castle, as Oscar Wilde sensed, had all the potential for intrigue. He was a dramatist by profession, and therefore needed no proof that the girl sitting before him was the granddaughter of the vanished actress.

But who, if anyone, had inherited the place? Did those who reared or represented the infant Terence Burke ever attempt to recover the inheritance? Even if they knew of it, who would have taken on such a task, given the news in Ireland? Assassinations, cudgelings, fires, boycotts— every possible means had been tried to intimidate the English landlords.

And for those who chose not to live among such risks, it grew even worse. When absentees failed, year after year, to return for any length of residency, their hold on their properties became less and less secure. Soon their great houses stood hollow and all but abandoned. The law was supposed to help, as were the authorities. But when a neighbor allowed his goats or cattle to slip through unkept fences in order to graze bigger fields, no amount of law helped.

Estates fell down. Local merrymakers broke into the empty big houses. They danced in the hollow-sounding ballrooms. They disported themselves upon the furniture. They poked fun at the marble and bronze statues. They defaced the paintings that still hung on the walls. Therefore it could not be surprising if nobody had spoken up for the infant Terence Burke when he reached an age at which he could inherit.

Mr. O’Brien admits that he didn’t intervene during Oscar Wilde’s tale. He had enough on his plate. Perhaps he was still embarrassed over the spilled medicine. Also, he was being smitten by April Burke. And he surely knew or sensed that his distinguished patient was near to death and that he had failed to help him. Without question, however, the O’Brien family must have known a great deal about Tipperary Castle and must have spent years speculating upon its future; they were the estate’s closest neighbors.
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On Saturday morning, the first of December, I was sitting in the Café Beauregard, near the Pont-Saint-Michel, when the word came in that Mr. Wilde had died. This gave me the opportunity that I had so far been denied; I had gone back to the Hôtel d’Alsace, had not dared to go in, and had lurked about in the hope that I might meet April Burke again, but I never saw her.

When I announced in the café that I had known Mr. Wilde, and indeed had been one of the médecins attending him, I became the center of attention. Through this celebrity I gained much free coffee and cognac; more crucially, I gathered the details that, following a Requiem Mass in Saint-Germain-des-Prés, my beloved patient would be buried in the cemetery at Bagneux.

I attended both. The Mass was said by a fellow-Irishman, a priest from Dublin, a Father Dunne, but I saw no sign in the church of April Burke. Nor did I see Dr. Tucker. Four carriages followed the hearse; since the first appeared overcrowded, I assessed the second. It seemed to have been allocated to the clergy, which consisted of the priest and an altarboy. This left plenty of room for me, and my tragic expression easily got me on board.

I rode to Bagneux in a silence that Father Dunne must have taken for grief; and the priest, though he looked at me sharply, asked no question. Far from grief, however, I was obsessed with the prospect that I might meet April again, and consumed with anxiety as to what I must do should she not be there.

She was there! Much credit falls to her and Dr. Tucker that they did not take part in the unseemly wrestlings by the graveside. Several gentlemen attempted to gain the frontmost position at the prayers over the coffin—one dandy almost fell into the grave—and some time elapsed before order could be restored.

I watched April and her conduct. Standing a little way back from the main press of people, she wore a long black coat and had some white lace at her throat; her hat, small and shapely, served to heighten her beauty, especially as its veil did not quite cover her face. She behaved demurely, with downcast eyes and hands appropriately clasped.

When the funeral ended, the mourners dispersed loosely and moved along the narrow rows of graves to the gates. I walked too, watching for a chance to speak to Miss Burke.

The carriage in which she and Dr. Tucker had come to the funeral stood a little distance away from the others. Someone claimed Dr. Tucker’s attention for a moment and April strode on. This gave me an opportunity; I walked briskly after her. When I drew level, she glanced at me and started.

“Oh, I thought you were Dr. Tucker.”

I said, “My pathway never formalized my medical skills. But you and I have been in the same sick-room.”

She stopped. “Have we?” She lifted her veil to look at me.

“Mr. Wilde was my patient—I am grieving for him.”

April then jumped back from me by two or three feet.

“But you’re O’Brien? The quack?”

“Yes. No.”

The fact that she had stepped back enabled me to take a fully close view of her face. Tall and glorious, she seemed to me perfect—an improvement on Mr. Wilde’s laudatory description of her grandmother the vanished actress.

“I have great skills as an herbalist.”

“I do not wish to associate with you.”

“Mr. Wilde liked me.”

“You must excuse me—”

“I have never seen a creature as beautiful as you,” I began, in a speech that I had prepared. “I have seen butterflies, I have seen kingfishers, I have seen hummingbirds—”

“Please go away from me,” she said.

“May I see you one day? May I walk with you in the Champs-Élysées?”

“No. Please—I must go.”

She had more maturity and firmness than I could have expected—a great deal more composure than I’d had at eighteen.

Walking after her, I declaimed, “My name is Charles O’Brien. I am a rounded Irishman in that, by virtue of my birth, I am welcome among the aristocracy and the peasantry, and I know not which I prefer. I delight in the Ascendancy’s taste, and I thrill to the common people’s wit. Surely I can be of use to you in your retrieval of your ancestral home—a place which I have known since I was born? My family, madam—we live beside it.”

She said, without turning around, “Shall I have truck with a fortune-hunter? No. And sir, your clothing—it is, it is—unclean.”

“I have been in mourning for Mr. Wilde and neglected to take care of my linen.”

“I must go.”

“I heard Mr. Wilde’s story of your grandmother.” My foot caught the edge of a grave, and I almost fell.

“What makes you think I will try to recover that estate?”

“All beautiful women need property—they must have something other than themselves to decorate.”

“Sir, now you try to ape poor Mr. Wilde. You dismay me.”

She reached her carriage and climbed in; I stood by, not knowing what to do. Behind me I heard the patter of footsteps, and then Dr. Tucker walked past me, looking at me sidelong all the while but never raising his hat to me. When he too had clambered into the carriage, the coachman immediately drove away.

I was still in possession of considerable funds from a card game that I had lately entered in Pigalle, so I prevailed upon the carriage with Father Dunne and the altar-boy to go back into Paris by means of the same route. From time to time I glanced ahead out of the window and eventually, at the corner of the Rue Seminole, I saw Dr. Tucker’s carriage turn and stop. The two occupants emerged and climbed the steps to one of the distinguished houses, where Dr. Tucker used a key—I had found where she lived!

That night at dinner, I pondered the events of the day and consequently drank too much wine. I had genuinely liked Mr. Wilde, and I also knew that this young woman had captivated me—in the fullest sense of that word, she had taken me captive. My room on the Rue du Bac looked out on the street, and after dinner I sat at my window.

As the wine wore off I began to weep—at the puzzle of the thing, at the insult. I have never borne malice to another human, I have never willfully attempted to do anything but be helpful and considerate—and tell the truth. But I had somehow, it seems, gathered an offensive reputation in her eyes, and I knew not why.

When I had wiped away my tears and recovered from my loneliness, I found courage. I told myself that I would pursue April Burke diligently until she acquired the sense and understanding to soften toward me. And that night I wrote the tale to Lady Mollie, who understands and admires passion, and who would surely counsel me.
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The Wilde funeral became notorious. As Mr. O’Brien describes, men wrestled for prominence in the cemetery at Bagneux. This was a less than prestigious burial—but better than it might have been. Oscar Wilde had committed an offense under French law by registering in a false name at the Hôtel d’Alsace. In fear of taunts and abuse he had been wandering Europe as “Sebastian Melmoth.”

He died of encephalitic meningitis (although some insist that he had syphilis). And he died as he had lived—beyond his means (as he said), much loved, and in conflict. He told a journalist friend that he and the wallpaper were “fighting a duel to the death. One or the other of us has to go.”

Oscar’s rooms in the Hôtel d’Alsace had become a combination of debtors’ prison and shrine; he owed money everywhere. But, as ever, he also attracted unsought acts of kindness. The hotel’s proprietor, Jean Dupoirier, without Oscar’s knowledge, and aware that the writer was dying, gave substantial credit. In today’s terms the bill ran into thousands, and Dupoirier personally ordered extra luxuries, and such medicines and liniments as Dr. Tucker wished to see be employed. Dupoirier’s kitchen, as with so many small hotels in Paris, was not equipped for anything more substantial than breakfast, so the hotelier also paid for the meals that were brought in every day from nearby restaurants—they were ordered regardless of costs, and for all Oscar’s friends too.

And had it not been for the interventions of his friends, Oscar’s body might have been taken to the public morgue. Instead of being laid out in beauty, he might have been given a pauper’s grave. As it was, he received a “sixth-class burial” in the Cimetière de Bagneux, which is actually in Montrouge, a southern suburb of Paris.

Nine years later, the body was removed to the celebrity graveyard of Père-Lachaise, where the grave became and remains a place of pilgrimage. The marble stone is stained with red and pink marks; it is a tradition to wear lipstick when kissing the grave. His epitaph consists of four lines from his own poem The Ballad of Reading Gaol:



And alien tears will fill for him
Pity’s long-broken urn,
For his mourners will be outcast men
And outcasts always mourn.



In Ireland, rumors flew that “Wilde the pervert” had repented of everything on his deathbed—and converted to Catholicism. Father Cuthbert Dunne, who officiated at the funeral, had certainly been called. It is also true that Oscar had long professed more than a passing interest in Catholicism; he loved liturgy, rubric, and the theater of religion.

Sadly, Death had traveled fast, and at the end, Charles O’Brien no longer had access to Wilde’s sickroom. If he had been present, all the conflicted reports about Oscar’s death, his last words and whether he took the rites of the Catholic Church, could have been cleared up. However, Mr. O’Brien might not have been the most reliable of reporters, given his sudden infatuation and the bluntness of its object’s rejection.
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Courage: that is the word by which I guide myself, the star by which I steer. Next morning, I rose early and walked briskly across Paris to inspect the Rue Seminole. A cul-de-sac, it offered certain difficulties in terms of patrolling without being observed; I could get out only by the way I came in. Nor could I linger and watch Dr. Tucker’s house; I should immediately be seen, as very few people came and went in that street— the rich stay indoors for long hours.

My vigil never flagged. Dr. Tucker’s life, I reflected, must be governed by exceptional order; other than grocers, butchers, and other deliverers, nobody came to his door. Eventually, I was justified when, at three o’clock in the afternoon, the door opened and out, alone, strode April Burke. I concealed myself by walking slowly on the opposite side of the street, in the same direction, head averted and eyes down, until she had passed by, in a long stride.

Soon, she had more than a hundred yards’ start on me. This proved to be a good fact in that she did not look behind, a bad fact in that I had no easy chance to intercept her. I possess long legs, but my goodness how she raced! Presently, I began to understand her destination: she was bound for Her Majesty’s Ambassadorial building on the Faubourg Saint-Honoré. In due course, she entered the magnificent place and I remained outside.

Estimating that she might be in there for some time, I sought a café. Not that I dallied long; I could not see the building, so I hurried my coffee and cognac. On the way back, I passed a stall selling pretty little manikins and I bought one, as a whimsical gift.

By the time April reappeared, I had planned what to do. Head down, I would stride busily along the street and overtake her; I knew that this would require me to walk extremely fast, but I reasoned that this would merely convey an air of added industry.

Fortune favored me; April walked toward me, and I was able to create a great impression of surprise.

“My goodness!” I cried as I halted almost alongside.

She stopped and within half a second recalled me.

“Oh, Jehovah!” she said, in a tone of great irritation. I raised my hat.

“How wonderful to see you again,” I said. “I haven’t yet left Paris.”

“Really? Do you say? Are you still here?” She began to step away from me.

Sarcasm ill becomes most people; it is best to pretend that it has not appeared.

“And how are you? So fortunate to have met you—in fact, I have just taken delivery of a gift I have purchased for you; that is why I happen to be in this neighborhood.”

“Gift?” She frowned in suspicion.

I handed her the doll, which she unwrapped.

“It is a doll.”

She looked at it. “You have not ‘just taken delivery’—you bought this for a few centimes from that old crook at the corner of the Rue Napoléon.”

She threw the doll into the street.

“Please,” I said as she turned and strode away. “Are there no circumstances in which I may be of service to you?”

“None.”

I followed. “Is there no care that I can give you?”

“None.”

“Are you not too harsh upon me?”

“No.”

“I am sad,” I said, and the note in my voice caught her.

“Are you to follow me like a puppy dog everywhere I go?”

“If I am to gain your kind attention I will go anywhere,” I said.

“Then go back to Ireland; go back to your bogs.”

“But how will that gain your attention?”

She looked at me, those strong brown eyes beneath that abundant hair.

“I cannot stop you from walking in the streets. But I can stop you from following me around. If I have to.”

“May I see you tomorrow?” Perhaps the note of entreaty in my voice softened her, because when she spoke her voice had a resigned tone.

“Doubtless you will. So—may I now walk home? Alone?”

I took off my hat like a musketeer and bowed deep and low. April, still looking warily at me, walked on—and stepped fruitily into a dog mess.

“Ohhh!” She held up her foot with the soiled shoe. “Look! You did this.”

“No, I believe it was a dog.”

“Ohhh!”
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April Burke had a friend in Ireland, Mrs. Katherine Moore, whose brother had been an old friend of April Burke’s father. Mrs. Moore had become something of a confidante to the motherless girl, who wrote many revealing letters to her, including one sent from Paris late in December 1900.



My dear Kitty,

Please forgive the brevity of my last letter; I was sad when I wrote it, and I remain so. I know now that my sadness was caused by more than the loss of dear Mr. Wilde, whom I scarcely had met, but who had reached directly to my heart in a brief time.

You asked me for a complete description of Mr. Wilde in his end of days. I find that I may be too much moved to tell you competently. He wept much. Was this pain? Yes, but also pain in his heart, I think. He grieved for his sons.

His rooms grew very still in his last week. I bathed his hands often, and this seemed to calm him. He surged in his bed and was most restless and spoke not much sense. Twice on his second-to-last day, he called me to him. Each time, he said the same words. “Be sure to keep beauty preserved.” I am sure that I do not know what he meant by this. He had been most flattering to me, but I think he meant a greater matter than mere compliment.

When I last saw him, hours before his passing, he perspired much. I felt so inadequate to his needs; I bathed his face with cool towels and he felt it not. All his friends had gathered, and I never saw men so moved, so sad, so quiet, and I wish never to observe such sorrow again.

Your friend, Mr. Ross—indeed, as you say, a dear and gentle man—held Mr. Wilde’s hand and said over and over, “Oscar, we love you, we love you very much.” Mr. Wilde had spoken quietly to Mr. Ross too, regarding the late Mrs. Wilde and their sons. Both men wept.

Now, dearest Kitty, I have a request of you. I was accosted in Paris by a strange man—a big Irish fellow, with, I confess, a light in his eyes and a deep voice. His name is Charles O’Brien—do you know him? He may live near you, for all I know. Even though he seems to have well-trained manners, I am given an impression that he may be quite dangerous. He attended Mr. Wilde as a healer and much havoc ensued. Certainly he is unsteady and keeps himself not very clean.

I should be most grateful for any knowledge of this fellow, as I fear that he may become a difficulty to me and I know not yet how I should address it. In Paris he followed me so assiduously that Dr. Tucker, who was most put out by him, had to send for the authorities. O’Brien came to Mr. Wilde’s room, I believe, through a friend of Mr. Ross, a Lady Carew; do you know her?

My work at the Ministry will begin on Monday, the 7th of January; and Papa is to cease working for Mr. Whitbread at the end of the year, and so will spend all his days at home. I am pleased that he shall have some rest; and I am pleased on the double that I shall have more of his company.

We have a new maid, from Ireland. She is young and inexperienced, but she may prove quick to train, and she speaks interestingly. Now that I am quitting Paris, and that my duties should prove more regular, I shall be able to write again when I have settled back in London.



Your affectionate friend,

April.
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A note may be required here as to Charles O’Brien’s view of himself. Perhaps as a matter of personal style, he seems never to acknowledge how his efforts or presence may be seen. Not only did the treatments of Oscar Wilde fail to work, but even on his own account he was mixing herbal potions that contained the possibility of serious burns. If he did so much damage to the carpet, what might he have done to the man he had come to heal?

As to his reception by Miss Burke—first of all, he more or less sprang upon her, and she was a girl who might never have spoken unchaperoned to a man who was not a relation or close family friend.

Secondly, judging from her correspondence—a kinder tone than she showed to Mr. O’Brien—his appearance obviously gave her cause for concern. This is puzzling, given Mr. O’Brien’s cultivated background. She saw in front of her (or thought she saw) a fearsome stereotype, with embellishments. A wild Irishman with a mop of yellow hair who had almost burned a hole in the head of Oscar Wilde was now apparently pursuing her. Not only did he want to get his hands on her heart, he was also chasing her possible inheritance—of which she had just recently heard so vividly.
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From my Journal:

MONDAY, DECEMBER THE 17TH 1900.

Such a cold night, yet the stars have magnificence. I sit on the deck of a steamer awaiting clearance to leave the port of Rotterdam. In a moment we shall be under way again and I shall reach home for Christmas. How I wish I could have remained in Paris, but I had little choice. I am very mournful. Now I hope that the company of my parents, and Euclid’s wit and affection, and the animals in the yard, and the clouds in Tipperary will mend me, will heal this racking cough and this sad heart, and will give me time to reconsider my approaches to my future.



I shall leave it for my Journal to reflect my melancholia of the moment; and I shall content myself here with the repeated expression of surprise that Miss Burke took so furiously against me. What occasioned her contempt? Do I carry a mark upon my forehead? Has somebody spoken against me? It is a mystery that a young woman should take so against a man she has never before known.

When I reached home, I decided to tell the whole story, and I can truly say that I have never captured my family’s earnest attention so completely as on that first night at dinner. They listened, with no more than an occasional interjection, and they listened with attitudes of great sympathy. When I had finished, Euclid, red with anger, asked the first question.

“Do you think she is dangerous? Might she carry a stiletto?”

Mother said, “This is a young woman who has not yet learned to care for herself, has only been trained to care for others.”

Said my father, “Was Wilde as tall as people said?”

“Indeed,” I said. “As tall as you and me.”

“Goodness,” said both my parents. Then began the advice.

“Go and find her,” said Mother.

Euclid: “I shall make maps of London and Paris for you.”

My father said, “Go and look at the estate.”

He confirmed that in general Mr. Wilde’s story of Tipperary Castle’s fate had been what he understood, too, that there had been, as he said, “some old story; my father knew it. The lawyers go up there every few years and look at the place. And we rent conacre from them, when we need extra fields.”
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When turbulent, I try to step back and view myself. To this end, I soon found myself walking in our wood, in mid-winter, though in mild weather, and in turmoil. Captain Ferguson’s plantings had allowed for the seasons, and many orchidaceous blooms gleamed like colorful lamps among the bare trees.

That morning, I saw a sad man no longer young, wrapped in an oat-meal-colored tweed ulster, and wearing tan boots and gloves. Hatless, his thick yellow hair flew back from his forehead in all directions, and as he walked he clapped his hands together and talked aloud to himself: “Learn from what has happened!”

My mother and brother had said that I must go and find April—but I knew not where or how. And my own father—whose advice on life ultimately seemed best fitted to my nature—spoke only of the estate. I found that Father had the best proposal; if I could not as yet associate with the object of my desire, perhaps a visit to the inanimate would inspire me. I strode from the wood and saddled Della.
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Charles O’Brien makes it difficult to judge him. At the age of forty he seems not to have made any permanent relationship or experienced significant romantic liaisons. Judging from the tone of his utterances regarding April Burke, if there had been a notable love affair, or even a passing romance, he would almost certainly have mentioned it—unless he was practicing discretion.

Does this mean that he had known no strong feelings for any woman until he reached the age of forty? Or ever felt a desire to settle down? His connection with his parental home seems never to have dimmed. It remained his major port of call—as witnessed by the fact that after the cruelty of Paris he made straight for home and took solace there. Nor did he keep many secrets from his parents. He confided his feelings to the entire family and listened to their advice.

Overall, though, a picture is forming. In 1898, Auguste Rodin un-veiled his controversial statue of Balzac. It showed the novelist as a figure of some giantism. Wrapped in his robe, he stands huddled against the world, eyes deep-set, head held proud, his mane of hair a plaything of the breeze. Rodin gave Balzac more than a hint of Beethoven. The statue has bulk, and a ferocity of withdrawal, a denial of the world; this is a big man, somewhat preoccupied and defiant.

Charles O’Brien may have had none of Balzac’s rage against the world, nor his frantic industry. Nor did he have Balzac’s—or Beethoven’s—desperation to write as much as he could as often as he could. He does, however, have a touch of the same “square peg” syndrome—but he has no great sense of it, no anguish at his own misfittingness.

And he does have the same hint of inner torture—which then escalated sharply under Miss Burke’s brusque contempt. Also, in those early pages of his text, he defines a major chasm between how people perceive him and how he thinks they see him.

Who, therefore, was the real Charles O’Brien, and in which direction would he develop? Was he an undeveloped man with character blemishes or an amiable figure like his father? We are about to discover the key that will unlock him.
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From years of local knowledge, imbibed unknowingly, I had the impression that Tipperary Castle touched deeply all who saw it. Not many knew of its existence, but those who had heard of it, who had traveled there in search of its legend and then found it, sighed with surprise and pleasure. It exceeded, I understood, what they had expected from the hearsay.

Many local people already knew the house’s effect and visited it regularly; a number of them went there often, along their own paths through the wood or by the lake shore, simply to gaze.

Strangers discovered the place in the old formal way that was once open to all. First they struggled through an overgrown gate serene with lions on the pillars, then walked half a mile of a graveled avenue that had once been planted either side with great beauties of trees and flowering shrubs. Then, around a long, gentle corner, the house appeared—at the top of a slope, with green fields leading up to its forecourts. My mood, as I rode, varied between somber and gay. Would I be further cast down that I could not bring this estate into my life? Or would its sight fire me, inspire me, and in some mysterious fashion teach me the way forward?

I succeeded in opening part of the old gate sufficiently wide to lead Della through, and then I remounted. The avenue was quiet, save for a rustle here and there as a small animal slipped away from the intruding hooves. Then I rounded the corner—and gasped.

It commanded total attention, a full halt to take in its splendor. Who had ever seen such a building, such grandeur, such romantic mystery, except in the pages of a child’s story-book? From a distance the house looked steady and intact, and the towers had such authority; the walls so strong, the terraces so wide, so generous, the little bridge so sound and firm. I had been here once before as a boy of twelve or so; but this view far excelled that memory.

The construction of the house had been famously sturdy; therefore ruin had entered with caution and it advanced only slowly. Shales of glinting slate held many blue-black expanses of the roof together, and the square eastern tower stood completely intact, with its battlements like rows of teeth.

A great front door stood askew within its frame, leaning as though it had a hand on its hip. It seemed barred in some way from inside. I remembered Father telling us that the timber had been so massive it took six men, using ramps and wedges, to hold the door in place while the carpenters hung it on hinges that were almost six feet deep; they secured it with nails seven inches long that they had fashioned at the site.

My father had told me not to expect too much from the place—he’d said he feared that damage must have been accumulating. From what I now saw, his fears were not justified. In the empty times after the owner’s fate, local men had tried to plunder the house by entering through the door—but they had merely forced it partly off one hinge and then had to walk away, irked at the door’s victory. They’d never tried again, preferring to talk about their defeat in terms of the door’s heroic stature; it had, after all, been built and hung by their grandfathers. Lawyers (as I would learn) had then come by and established iron bars to secure the door further.

The stonework showed no wear and tear. In the construction, the blocks of limestone had been hewed in delicacy or roughness according to their places in the house. Where the finish needed to be robust, on corners and buttresses, the stone had been cut like tweed; on the decorated cornices it looked smooth as silk.

Many of the windows had received elegant and pointed arches; not so crude as Gothic, they gave the impression of having been built for ladies looking out of their boudoirs to see what gentleman might come riding hard across the fields to carry them away. On several walls, windowslits had been inserted—a whimsy on the owner’s part, since bows and arrows no longer played a part in defense of a castle when these walls were being built.

And that, I surmised, had been the point of the creators: to make a house like a legendary palace, but with all the warmth of a home. This success of temperament must have made even the house’s enemies— hostile tenants, would-be owners—gaze with wonder when they stood in the overgrown avenue. At the end of the march of one hundred beeches, amid gnarled cherry trees and sprawling, uncontrolled espaliers, the layers of stone rose one above another like a child’s wooden blocks.

I could imagine walking those grass terraces, giving the Orders of the Day to my steward. My wife, April, could stand in the great—now restored—doorway, welcoming family and friends. A girl—our daughter, Amelia—might stand at her window and let her hair down, like Rapunzel. Our son, Bernard Euclid Terence Oscar, could roam the ramparts and spy through the archery slits, preparing to repel invaders. And, as an entire family, we could walk down to the lake after breakfast on summer mornings and stand on the little stone bridge, talking to the swans.

When I looked at the mountains in the distance, the Galtees, and the peak Galteemore, they were blue as the sky on this winter day; and with the terraced fields and gray sunken stone fences leading down to the lake, and the slopes on the far side climbing up into the beech and ash woods, no other estate in Ireland could have granted as much to the beholder. Here was peace indeed—here was beauty and light. This place, I told myself, is where I belong; I knew not why, but I felt it to be as true as the beating of my heart.

One last observation called me; my father had mentioned that Mr. Terence Burke had locked the theater when his wife vanished. Its fortifications had proven so strong that nobody had been known to breach it, not even the most disrespectful of the local men. I found the doors through which the audience should have entered, and I located the more discreet access marked “Actors”; all felt as though they had been secured from the inside with bolted cords of wood.

I walked back to the ramparts. The unfortunate Terence Burke (how I felt for him!) had taken the structure erected by his ancestors and increased it in wonders until it became as marvelous as a poem. If love and passion can be measured in stonework, the woman who married here had been loved with one of the greatest passions ever felt in a human heart. How matters run in families!

Down the faded avenue, I looked back from my saddle. The house seemed different—and I know how often the face of a beautiful woman changes. I called out, “Halloo! Halloo!”—and the house gave me back my own voice, a sure sign of emptiness. Firmly I vowed that I would make it echo to laughter, and words of love and joy. I received such force of optimism from this idea that I galloped Della all the way home.
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The Anglo-Irish houses often excelled the châteaux of the Loire, the palazzi of the Italians, the country seats of the English and Scots. Their occupants lived up to the style. Few societies had as much eccentricity as the Anglo-Irish or lived so incomparably fast a life. They rode to hounds, they played tennis, they staged theatricals, they built inventions—such as the huge telescope at Birr Castle. On their terraces strutted peacocks; along the eaves squatted fantail pigeons; in their fields rose the brilliant tails of pheasants.

Some tastes were much stronger. Sir Henry Bellingham of Castlebellingham, in County Louth, employed a man to do nothing else but rake over the gravel after anyone had walked on it. Lord Dunsany in County Meath so liked order and respect that, out riding one day, he directed his steward to shoot a tenant who had forgotten to raise his cap to his lordship. (The steward refused.)

Many Great Houses had ballrooms and, amid house parties with hunting, shooting, or fishing, they held seasonal balls. Attended by friends from all over Ireland and from farther afield, numbers of a hundred and more were not uncommon in a house’s dozens of bedrooms.

Intrigues and scandals broke out everywhere. More than one man saw his wife disappear from the dance “to take the air” and never return, departed with a younger or more eccentric or more dashing blade. One night two English gentlemen, staying a summer in a West Cork mansion, exchanged wives—permanently.

The women often possessed heart-stopping beauty; the men under-took hair-raising escapades. All spent money resoundingly. Lady Or-monde in Kilkenny would never dream of coming down to dinner without a full diamond tiara. The men splashed out on yachts, cars, and card games, on “slow horses and fast women.”

As their end drew nearer, their dances grew wilder. And when the money from their tenancies began to dry up, whether through law or attrition, bankruptcy rolled through the Anglo-Irish houses like a poison gas. Few of their enterprises earned enough to support such lavish style. Soon the servants departed, the beds went unmade, and the bankers came to collect on myriad mortgages.

As the banks sold off the land, usually breaking up the estates, the local people at last got their hands on what they felt was rightly theirs. With memory so bitter, no native Irish family ever moved into any Great House. After the inevitable auction of possessions, often not even attended by the long-gone and faraway owners, the new owners let the hated edifice stand in ruins.

Their farm animals sheltered in the marbled halls on summer days. Or, from time to time, they stripped the house of its best stone to build new houses for themselves, or for their cattle, pigs, horses.

That is, if the house remained standing. As rebellion intensified, many Irish estates came to grief when the local republican guerrillas torched them—sometimes with the landlord and his family still inside. Thus, in magnificent Irish architecture, was the baby thrown out with the bathwater—and few young inheritors of the time would have dared put a toe into such a cauldron.

Tipperary Castle, as yet, fell into none of these categories—and it was the prize. By all accounts, it not only matched but surpassed the other houses in Ireland: Bessborough, Castletown, Lyons at Celbridge, Rockingham, Strokestown. To accompany and reflect their facades, columns, terraces, and towers, their creators had made beautiful landscapes, so that the eye found beauty everywhere. Terence Burke had chosen the gardens of Versailles as his models, and Charles O’Brien had now fallen for it all as surely and heavily as for its possible chatelaine.
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After I visited Tipperary Castle, the clamor in my head grew louder; and the often burdensome affliction of love weighed heavier. I thought of Miss Burke every moment; I envisaged a life together, of goodness, peace, and kindness to others. To gather my feelings into some order, I set myself to listen to a different clamor, namely the public refrain that I had been most loudly hearing in my life—land and its agitations.

In 1850, ten years before I was born, my grandfather’s close friend Mr. Charles Gavan Duffy, for whom I am named, founded the Irish Tenant League. I never met Mr. Duffy, because, to my grandfather’s sadness, he migrated to Australia when I was very young, but I am told that he was a great lawyer and an impatient politician.

He founded the Tenant League because over ninety percent of all Ireland’s land was then in English hands. And since tenants were neither prosperous nor secure, Mr. Duffy set out aims that he called the Three F’s: Fixity of Tenure, Fair Rent, and Free Sale. He hoped that this effort would give an Irish tenant farmer the minimum protection of a lease— at that time, anybody could be summarily evicted.

Likewise, as I have noted, rents could be—and were—raised on the landlord’s whim. And if by chance an Irishman owned his land, Mr. Duffy’s movement sought to allow him to sell it on the open market and not succumb to a forced sale at a price stipulated by his nearest landlord.

The O’Briens, although we lived outside such matters, have always been a very hospitable and convivial family, and thus we heard everything. All political news, rumors, family scandals, allegations, all births, legitimate or merry, all betrothals, marriages, murders, and deaths—all reached our paneled rooms. We heard the laughter of the people and, my parents being what they are, we also dried many tears. So, although from the banks we watched the rivers of blood flow through Ireland, we played no part in the eventual Land War, as it came to be called. Its forerunners of murder and debate merely took their place among the other great topics of discussion that ranged up and down our long shiny dining-table.

How, therefore, may I characterize this important period, this gripping movement for land reform? Naturally, I remember it chiefly through conversations; for the moment, permit me to try and understand its spirit.

From my father, as I have said, came the feel for land. But he took it beyond the personal experience; when he first began to teach me the story of my own country, he made land the central character of the drama. Logically, then, I should always have been prepared to interrogate the Irish passion for land.

We are no more than a tiny North Atlantic island of thirty thousand square miles, and with no mountain high enough to stand near a Himalaya; our tallest peak, in County Kerry, stands a racing length above three thousand feet. Nor does every square yard of our country yield riches; our coasts are rocky and, to the west, harsh upon the Atlantic facade; not until the earth has settled many miles inland do we reach our renowned fertility. Yet, all over, whether in fat or bony fields, the Irish savagery of feeling, of earth hunger, exceeds all human ferocities. It is an emotion, and it comes of long history.

Here is an account of my visit to a native Irishman who believed that his fields had rightly belonged to him and his family since the dawn of time, and who, as with our family, somehow contrived to continue owning his ancestral farm. My father directed me to him; I had often heard him say of this man, “Ah, he likes his land.” He lived outside a village called Oola in the county Limerick, a man by name of Martin Lenihan.

Mr. Lenihan farmed not much, but he farmed it well; forty acres of good land, with a little marshland, some woods of hazel and beech trees; and he had water by way of a small river. I was no more than twenty when I visited him, bearing my father’s good wishes; he had finished securing a new roof of straw thatch and, as I walked down the hill, his long house gleamed golden in the sun.

We sat outside, by his front door. He had one son, who played nearby, a sickly child of four or so who gave him concern; the local talk said that his wife must have no more children.

“May I ask you a strange question?” I said to him.

“Like a policeman?” he asked, and he laughed.

“My father often says of you that you love your land.”

Martin Lenihan leaned back a bit in his chair.

“Indeed I do. I do indeed.”

“May I ask you, sir—what does that mean, that you love your land?”

Martin Lenihan said nothing for a moment, and then he began to speak in his slow, comfortable way (whipping up a deal of spittle as he did so). Mr. Lenihan spoke so slowly that it was a pleasure to record his words—but in any case I had by then learned a version of Mr. Pitman’s shorthand.
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Well. You know. Land is an odd sort of a thing—because it drags you in. I never seen the sea, I seen pictures of it, always moving, restless. It catches men up. Well, land is the same, a kind of sea that will only take you down into it in the end, when they lay you six feet under. But that’s not what you’re asking me, I’ll bet. (Here Martin Lenihan laughed, a kind of gurgle.)

If you work with land, you get to know it. I know every field I have here, I know how the clay, the earth in that field will feel if I bend down and pick it up in my hand and crumble it. I know where there’s a corner of a field that’s a bit wet, and I know where there’s a crest of a field that has a bit of chalk in it—well, not chalk like school chalk, but a bit more limestone than usual.

(Martin Lenihan’s hands lay quietly on his knees; tufts of jet-black hair made the knuckles look like little pet creatures.)

And my fields have names, like a dog has, or a horse. There’s a field called Jimmy, because my great-great-grandfather Jimmy Lenihan, won it playing cards. There’s a field called Cicero—for what reason I don’t know. We have a field called Harry Lyons because a man called Harry Lyons was born inside it—his mother was caught out there in a shower of rain and didn’t get home in time for the midwife. The field down by where the river comes in is called Soda, because my grandmother baked the best soda-bread she ever made, she said, from wheat grown in that field one summer.

What else? Oh, I’ve a field called Jennifer—I named it that myself because I like the sound of the word.

I’ll tell you now when I first noticed land—I noticed it on my hands and knees and I was only about eight years old. We had turnips planted down there in the Road Field—that’s a long stretch that runs nearly the width of the farm. It was raining and cold and my job was to thin the young turnip shoots so as to leave the plants to grow fully—they shouldn’t be near each other or they’d all grow too small.

And I began to see how the color of the clay under my hands wasn’t one color at all but several colors. Well, I thought, this is like a bit of magic. And I began to think, What else is like this? What else in the world is anything like this? And I couldn’t think of anything.

And to this day I don’t know of anything like the earth, especially when you dig into it. (By now Martin Lenihan had begun to sit a little straighter in his chair, and his face had grown a little redder as his subject excited him.)

So when I went home I sat down to eat my dinner and I said to my father, “Do you like looking at the clay in the fields?”

My father was the kind of man you could ask any question and he wouldn’t think it ridiculous. He stopped chewing and he said to me, “Is that what you’re finding—that you like looking at it?” And I said it was. My father chewed on and he didn’t say anything more until he had finished chewing.

Then he said, “I like looking at the clay in my fields. Here’s when I like looking at it. When I’ve turned it open from the grass and seen its fresh bright brownness. When I dig into it and see its lumps and powders break on the blade of my digging. Or I bend down to pull out a root of weed and I get the dirt under my fingers. If I kneel down on one knee to look at it, I might see if it’s too wet for a grain crop, or will it take potatoes this year. And I’ll pick it up and hold it under my nose and smell something—and I don’t know what it is that I’m smelling.

“Except that it was a smell that was in that same ground when there were kings here ruling the province of Munster and the county of Limerick. And that smell was in that same ground when Saint Patrick walked here. And when Vikings with beards, Danes and such people, came in here looking for what they could rob from us.

“And the Norman princes who came in here seven hundred years ago—they got that smell, and so did the English that their Virgin Queen sent in, and all the English after. And that’s the smell that drives men mad. Especially if you get it and can’t have it. The smell of the land. The smell of our own land.”

That was my father’s speech that day and my mother stopped in the middle of the kitchen floor, still holding a bowl, to listen to him say it. The dog stopped barking when he made that speech.
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Martin Lenihan rose from his chair and began to pace his yard; this quiet, undemonstrative man had come almost aglow when talking about his father and his land.

I asked, “Did you yourself—have you become aware of that smell of the land?”

Martin Lenihan spoke again.
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My father said that you can only get this smell if you understand land, if you understand all the little roots and stones and worms and other works that are part of any piece of ground that you open up under your feet. He told me to watch out for the way the clay, the earth, allows little creatures to travel in it as we travel our fields. And then he pointed out to me the greater wonder that lay ahead—that when we planted things in this substance they grew and became large enough to eat and to keep us alive. “No wonder,” said he—“no wonder men go mad for land.” And I recalled how I had seen him kneel down and part the grasses of a field with his bare hands.

We’re not a boastful family. And we don’t say a lot. But we held on to our fields. My family has been on this farm since before Saint Patrick, and I’d kill or die before I’d let another have it. If I didn’t have the land, what would I have?

(Here Martin Lenihan described a large fat circle in the air with his finger.)

Nought. The duck’s egg. Zero. That’s what I’d have.
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So spoke Mr. Martin Lenihan from Oola in County Limerick. I have known many men like Mr. Lenihan, and in his words he told me the essence of this country’s ancient story.

But the people, the incomers, such as my mother’s family, the Goldsmiths, and the Treeces, to whom land had been given as royal reward— what of them? Many had farmed their lands for, by now, several hundred years. Shall we believe in our hearts that Mr. Lenihan possesses the greater rights? Yet the Protestants have lived here for long enough to feel Irish, to belong to the fabric of the country’s earth. For how long, for how many generations or centuries, may the Hand of History reach down to control?

After unearthing the ancient roots of Mr. Martin Lenihan, I set off to examine the newer tradition of Irish land—the recent, yet rigid foundations of Mr. Henry Catherwood. He is a giant man of Ulster whose family has not had the same long-lived residence on the island of Ireland as Mr. Lenihan’s; the Catherwoods took occupation of their fields in 1692. Mr. Catherwood stood at least six feet six in his stockings; he had feet like canal boats, and at least eighteen buttons secured the fly of his trousers. We sat to talk in the parlor of his stone farmhouse, with its slate roof, its lace curtains, and large portrait of Queen Victoria.
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Look. I possess large hands (said Henry Catherwood). So did my mother—“Large hands can make a large fortune,” she said. As they did on this farm and always can. Provided a man has no fear of hard work. Not of hard work am I in fear. Nor of anything else that I have yet encountered.

My mother’s father bequeathed her this place. We’re some three statute miles southwest of Newtownstewart, a mile west of the road to Drumquin. Not a large farm at all to begin with. In my great-grandfather’s time they had a few cows and some cattle for slaughter and some pigs; they ate a beef and two pigs every year and chickens and such. ’Twas the same when I was a boy.

Now, my mother had a wee fright of dogs, so I had no dog. I had a cat, Walter, who came into the fields with me. That cat knew that my true home, the home of my spirit, lay in those fields. Every clement day from the age I was six I roamed these fields.

At the same time my mother had a servant, Annie Heaphy; now, she was a Roman Catholic. When we hired her we couldn’t get a good Protestant girl—they were all gone to the cities; they weren’t born to be servants, and the Roman Catholics were. I paid dearly for the lack of good Protestant help. With my mother out of earshot Annie Heaphy often taunted me.

“Hi-boy, I tell you there’s a day coming when youse folk will be offa this land. This wasn’t your land, you were given it by the dirty oul’ King of England. And it was never his to give. So cling to it while you can, wee Henry. Cling to it while you can.”

Now, I was too young to understand what Annie Heaphy meant. So I did what she said. I clung to the land. Meaning, I went out into the fields and I looked at every hill and hollow in our fields and I acquainted myself with every one. I say “acquainted”—I mean intimately, like. If I found a ridge in the ground made by an old plow or a finger of God, I traced it with my boots. If water gathered after heavy rain and made a small lake, I drank from it. In the summertime, I followed the reapers as they ran the rabbits out of the barley. I relished it all, the way you’d enjoy eating meat. I saw shelves and furrows of all shapes and sizes and every one of them was like a face, every one had something to recall it by—eyebrows or jaws or cheekbones or shoulders.

Above all, I lay on the ground to try and put my arms around it and find out its mysteries. That summer was a particularly fortunate one in terms of warm weather. It was so hot we had swarms of bees flying by nearly every day—they were all looking for a house with cool, deep eaves. Every field on the farm, every place I could lie down, I pressed my face to the earth, me a Protestant boy who is not permitted to believe in such foolish things as magic or...or... poetry. That was for the Roman Catholics, and damn little’s the money they made out of it. (He cackled.) And you see, and here’s the merry hell of it—I thought I was obeying Annie Heaphy’s orders to “cling to the land.” (Henry Catherwood’s cackle deepened into a chesty wheeze of laughter.)

I found a lark’s nest in the grass. And, good boy that I was, I never troubled her eggs; I walked far around them. It was that kind of a summer anyway—we had apple windfalls, a baby rabbit that got lost and was made into a pet, a house down the road that had a new infant.

We’re hardy people, Protestants. We mostly know what we’re doing, because we don’t waste time or thought on unnecessary matters. There’s nothing much to be gained from trucking with, say, music—outside of a good strong hymn, maybe. The Roman Catholics, they stay up half the night listening to some old tramp of a fellow with a fiddle, and then they’re not fit for work the next day. Not that they do any work.

So, one day, I went back to the house and I got out of the barn a loy— that’s a big kind of a shovel or spade for digging. And I went back to my little notch in the ground and I used the loy to pare back the grass and open up the clay beneath. Bit by bit I did it—it was hard work, a loy’s a heavy implement—but I soon opened up a wide enough swatch and I was like a man in a laboratory. I looked at that ground, I sniffed it, I rolled on it, and I had to wash my face in the pond before I went back up to the house, because I was after putting my face down into the clay over and over again. (Mr. Henry Catherwood was now very excited.)

Look at me! (Henry Catherwood flung open his arms like a man about to embrace a long-lost friend.) Do I look like a man—I’m what, nearly seventy-seven and not yet shrunken—do I look like a man who’d say a thing like that, that the world has a skin?

My friend, with your curly hair and your big smile—I’m telling you that the world has a—a—(Henry Catherwood struggled to find the word)—a complexion. That’s it—a complexion. And that complexion is the brown of clay, the lovely tan and gold and dark and brown and amber and nearly black. I mean our own skin, it’s nothing like the earth, oh, no! Not at all! Your man in Africa or the swarthy Moroccan or the people in India—they’re the boys, if it were to be determined by likeness alone, they’re the meek who must inherit the earth.

But because I looked at and touched the skin of the world—I became a farmer. And I expanded this farm to a farm of four hundred acres. In these parts that’s a lot of skin.

Now you know, young O’Brien, this island has a lot of land agitation going on here. People are looking for what they’re calling “Land Reform”—you know that, don’t you? Well, I tell everyone—the land doesn’t need any reforming, the land is fine. It’s the people that needs the reforming. And I can tell you— I’ll reform them, so I will, if they try and take any of my land away from me. King William gave my family this land, because the people who were on it were too dirty and too lazy to work it well. And it’s our land now and there’s an end of it.
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In those two cameos, of Mr. Lenihan and Mr. Catherwood, Charles O’Brien encapsulated Irish life in the last reaches of the nineteenth century. Although he managed to extract unusual candor from each man, it wouldn’t be difficult to find such attitudes in today’s Ireland, even if said more reticently. More importantly, Mr. O’Brien reached down into belief. And thus he tapped into the core of the Irish land culture.

It lies at the root of almost every serious conflict the island has ever known; history is geography. Mr. O’Brien, in setting out the size of the country, implied—accurately—that the scarcity of land connects directly to the hunger for it.

The sheer visibility of everybody on such a small island, the capacity to see a neighbor’s prosperity across a hedge, a fence, or a stone wall, and the envy of land and its potential—all of this exacerbated the desire.

Under the old systems of kingships, most of the people had an opportunity at least to wring a living from the earth. Ancient Ireland was a network of small farms. When the planters came in, and farms were confiscated and merged into huge estates, the land hunger only went underground. It never disappeared.

In Mr. O’Brien’s childhood—indeed, in the precise decade before he was born—it broke the surface again, and he lived, therefore, in a time when it became patriotic to want land. Nobody had any illusions; this earth formed the key to all economies.
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As may be judged from the separateness between Mr. Lenihan and Mr. Catherwood, the question of Irish land reform posed seemingly insurmountable problems. I must now relate my distressing part in the life of the man to whom people turned for his understanding of all the argument’s facets; my account will take some time.

Early in my healer’s apprenticeship, Mr. Egan began to encourage me toward the necessity of vacation. He believed that healers endure considerable demands on their spirit and that they must rest. I observed that he did not spare himself any time off and I said so, but he nonetheless insisted that I free myself of his constant attention (in his words) and find means of relaxing.

“A nice long distance away,” he used to say pleasantly. “Mind you go home first and talk to your mother about clothes for traveling in. Rest easy about hurrying back.”

As I have always enjoyed traveling and meeting people, I took him at his word. This practice I have continued since I became my own master, and so, in the summer of 1889, not long out of my apprenticeship, I betook myself off to London, where two of my old tutors, Buckley and Mr. Halloran, had long before gone to live. It was June, a few days short of my birthday, and I felt hopeful that both gentlemen might be able to share the day with me.

London in general proved delightful; and I navigated the city easily. I found Buckley, though with some difficulty. When I called at his address, as he had furnished it to our family, an elderly lady closed the door in my face; I supposed her fearful of a strange young man with, to her, a foreign accent. Nearby, a tavern-keeper directed me to Buckley’s new residence.

The house spoke of grandeur, with great windows set in walls painted an excellent cream color. A bell jangled to my touch, but no servant appeared, and no sound issued from within. I pulled the bell again.

“Shhhhh!” came an indignant whispered bellow from behind a garden wall. “Do you want to wake the whole house?”

It was past three on a bright afternoon. Then a garden door opened, and I knew my man and he knew me. We exchanged a most vigorous handshake.

“Come in here, come in,” he whispered and led me to the garden. He wore a straw boater with a green hatband, an elaborate shirt, and a waist-coat of yellow, which he tapped.

“I look like a goldfinch, don’t I?” He stopped and raised an eyebrow.

“Carduelis,” I said.

“Great out,” said Buckley.

“Elegans,” I said. “For once you might like the second word.”

“I do. I do.” He wheezed. “And what do you think of the britches?”

“Elegantissimus.” He wore trousers of broad green and yellow stripes, surmounted by a white cummerbund.

“Show the flag,” said he, still whispering. “The boss loves it,” and he indicated a window upstairs.

Buckley led me to a garden table on which tea service had been set out. He gestured.

“D’you want a cup?” he said. “I always make it for the boss.”

We sat. “I miss you. I’m healing now,” I told him. “I travel the country.”

“D’you know, didn’t I hear that? A woman from Kilmacthomas, a Marge Callanan, said she met you. I’ve sore eyes myself.”

“Use your spittle,” I said. “But you look wonderful.”

We gazed at each other and smiled for the sheer joy of being together.

“Tell me, any news of Mrs. Curry? I often think of her. But she had a bit of the rose-bush about her—enticing to look at and spiky to the touch.”

“How do you come to be here, Buckley?”

“Well, Charles, ’tis a long story but for telling somewhere else. Tell me, did that Miss Taylor ever catch any man? Your mother used to despair of her—the bit of a mustache, I s’pose.” Then Buckley looked past my shoulder and rose to his feet with more respect than I knew he possessed. “Hah, the boss.”

I turned—and I have remembered the moment ever since. Striding toward us came a man I had dreamed about, whom my parents had dreamed about, and he walked in Euclid’s dreams too, a man whose name had been spoken in our household many times a day for a decade, a man whose name, stature, and spirit I’d heard being called down in every corner of Ireland that I had so far visited. It behoved me to stand, it behoved me almost to kneel—but I could scarcely move for being awestruck.

Yet I somehow rose as Buckley scampered across the lawns to meet the man he called “the boss.” That Buckley should ever exhibit a sliver of deference speaks in itself volumes for the gentleman approaching. They had a swift and urgent exchange; I was looked at, and the gentleman seemed to be receiving reassurance from Buckley—who then beckoned me.

“Sir, this is Charles O’Brien, from Tipperary. Charles, you know who this is.”

“Well, your name is a good one,” said Charles Stewart Parnell—Father’s hero, Mother’s hero, Ireland’s hero. “I’m well disposed to the name Charles.”

“Sir, it’s an excellent name for you to have.” I confess that I did not know what I was speaking.

“I’m pleased that you approve,” he said, and sat down.

He seemed altogether more stern than I had thought. Yes, I had heard my father talk of his fiery speeches, his fearless challenges in the Parliament; and yes, I knew that he had defied the might of the Crown, who’d imprisoned him for his political beliefs and then had to release him, so greatly did the people love him. This man, though, seemed quite consumed with his own authority.

He gestured to me, and I sat down.

“For all your appearance, you do not look like the son of a tenant farmer. Which O’Briens are you?”

“Sir, my father is Bernard O’Brien.”

“Married to a Goldsmith?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Hmm, near Cashel, yes? Your father has what? A hundred and fifty acres? And no tenants?”

“No tenants.”

“And a Catholic?”

“Yes, sir.”

Mr. Parnell rapped the table.

“You see! That’s what we’re driving for, that’s what we want! The O’Briens—they survived all plantations or they refused to be planted? Which was it?”

Buckley intervened. “Sir, if you met Mr. Bernard O’Brien—nothing would drive that man off his farm.”

Did Mr. Parnell’s demeanor soften because of my father’s—to him politically ideal—status? Perhaps—but how can I judge? At that moment, another ameliorating factor materialized, in the form of a lady who drifted toward us across the grass as though on air. I stood again.

“We have a guest?” she said. “Good!”

“My dear,” said Mr. Parnell, “this is Charles O’Brien.”

“How do you do, madam?”

Mother had impressed upon me to bow slightly when introduced to a married woman, and as I took her hand I observed with pleasure the lady’s many rings.

We all conversed easily, Buckley, the Parnells, and I. Mr. Parnell talked of Avondale, his family’s home in County Wicklow. I had not been to Rathdrum, I said—the nearby town—though I had heard that it was very pretty.

“No, not at all,” he said, “Rathdrum cannot be recommended, but my family estate is several hundred acres and we have perfect tenant relationships. If the other landlords would but listen to me, we should get a good way toward resolving many of our difficulties.”

His lady said little in all our discourse. She laughed once or twice—I think that she found Buckley amusing—and as she sat a good distance from me, I was able to have a clear view of her. The word “gracious” sprang to mind, though I found her not as gracious perhaps as Mother, by whom I set all standards.

I asked permission to sketch the couple; after some whispered exchanges, it was agreed. I made a rough sketch of them side by side—I knew that I should improve it later.

The sun shone and the tea flowed. We talked of many things, but principally we listened to Mr. Parnell, and I could have listened to him all evening and all night and all next day. Still, I wondered that he had gained such great fame for his filibustering ability in Parliament; he seemed to me a halting speaker, and of a reticent inclination. Yet it must be reported that nobody had such capacity to stay so closely on the point of the argument. Land, land, land was his topic—and soon the shadows changed the light in the garden and the temperature of the air.

When darkness began to gather, it seemed polite to take my leave. To my pleasure, Mr. Parnell accompanied me to the gate. That is how I shall remember him: slight, the beard deeper in texture than I had thought, the eyes wide apart, the face a little round perhaps—and the voice hypnotizing.

We shook hands.

“The best meetings are often in private, Charles O’Brien.”

“Sir, this has been the greatest privilege of my life.”

“You seem a discreet young man.”

“Sir, I like to cultivate distinctiveness.”

He seemed about to ask something of me, but he changed his mind and stepped back from the gate; the night’s shadows took Charles Stewart Parnell, and I never saw him again.
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In the history of Ireland, few people ever achieved the heroic and poignant stature of Charles Stewart Parnell. Under the political system of the Victorian British Isles, Ireland held elections for the English Parliament. The candidates often came from the more educated—that is to say, the upper—classes. Their voters sent them to the Parliament at Westminster with strong and clear mandates to press for land reform.

For the House of Lords, operations were constructed in a mirror of what had always taken place in England. An Irish peerage was created, of Irish landlords, taken exclusively from the Anglo-Irish. (One of Oscar Wilde’s more famous lines was “You should study the peerage, Gerald. . . . It is the best thing in fiction the English have ever done.”)

Thus, among the Irish politicians and peers who sat and spoke at the Parliament in London, an interesting and typically Irish anomaly arose. Some of the voices calling loudest for land reform came from landowners of the Anglo-Irish ruling class.

Parnell was a perfect example. He was elected to the British Parliament in 1875, one of many Anglo-Irish landowners who wanted to change the relationship between Ireland and England, between tenant and landlord.

Close behind that ideal came thoughts of Irish self-rule. The Act of Union, passed in 1800, had cemented the political relationship between Ireland and England so brutally that it rankled more and more.

Over and over, the country’s orators pointed to the success of the Americans in 1776 and the French in 1789. One populace threw out the English, and the other threw out the upper classes; in Ireland the targets were, heavenly possibility, as one. With land agitation achieving results, the talk of “Home Rule,” as self-government was called, buzzed louder.

Parnell became key to this. After all, he was the one who had famously said, “No man has the right to set the boundary to the march of a nation.”

Throughout his public life he pursued a policy of obstructionism. Resorting to all-night filibusters, he attacked existing legislation, and then joined the major Irish land reform movements. Hundreds of thousands of people turned out to hear him speak at rallies all over the country.

His stature began to worry the London authorities. They tried to silence him; for his encouragement of—and active part in—violations of the existing land laws, he was jailed.

He had the political astuteness to use the moment as a way of turning up the heat; from prison he told Irish tenants to stop paying their rents. The government made a deal; if Parnell would stop advocating such resistance—which had begun to cause violence—they would release him.

The militants, though, had momentum. Even though Parnell kept his side of the bargain, the killing began to spread. By an unfortunate coincidence it culminated in a major assassination. In 1882, in the Phoenix Park, near Dublin, the Irish Invincibles, an armed secret society, killed Lord Frederick Charles Cavendish and Thomas Burke, respectively chief secretary and undersecretary for Ireland.

Parnell denounced the killers—but he couldn’t stop them. The Irish Party, which he led, had habitually voted with the government, keeping it in power. When the government extended tough Irish anti-terrorist laws in response to the assassinations, Parnell and his colleagues voted against them and, in 1885, brought down the government. This gave Parnell a power like no other member of Parliament, and he and the government knew it.

Then came scandal.
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That night in London, I visited my cousin in Farringdon. Edward Goldsmith worked as a barrister at the Inns of Court and knew many people. We dined in a chophouse near his rooms, amid a great crowd. Though he is senior to me by several years, he and I have always liked each other; the fact that he near-worships my father would have made us friends in any case. Edward had long professed an admiration for the letters I wrote to him, and he had suggested many times that I work for newspapers. Now he raised it again.

“I know so many people here who would find such an erudite correspondent in Ireland rather appealing. Good Lord, look at the news from Ireland; look at the need for us all to be informed as to what is occurring there daily.”

“This afternoon,” I said, “I took tea with the leading actor in the drama.”

“You mean whom?” Edward put down his chop, which he had held by the lug of the bone.

“And his wife.”

“Whose wife?”

“Mr. Parnell’s.”

“Parnell doesn’t have a wife.”

“He does. She’s named Katharine. I met her today.” And I showed him the sketch, now much improved.

Somebody called his name; and Edward—still startled at my information—looked across the room. He waved and leaned forward to me.

“Now, here’s a man who will take an interest in you.”

A lean, pale individual came and stood by us; his black eyebrows met.

“Billy, this is my cousin from Ireland, Charles O’Brien—a writer-in-waiting, if ever there was one.”

“Billy” looked at me down a long length of nose.

“What have you written?”

“Only my Journal,” I said.

“He’s just met Parnell.” Edward beamed. “Show Billy the portrait.”

Billy, had he been sitting down, would have jumped up. He snatched the drawing from my hand.

“Write about this. It will make a nifty page. When do you go back to Ireland?”

“Saturday.”

“Come to my office tomorrow and I will pay you well.”

It has to be said that my account of meeting Parnell caused a sensation. It appeared—with the excellently printed portrait—in The Chronicle (where Billy worked as a senior editor) on the Thursday. Edward had arranged for us to dine again at the same chophouse; and I, flush with guineas from my writing (and a separate fee for the sketch), anticipated the pleasure of returning his hospitality. I had not, however, prepared for the merriment and celebration directed at me when I arrived.

It seemed as though hordes of people thronged the old place. As I entered, I saw Edward straightaway, and he roared, “Here’s the chap! Here’s my cousin! Welcome, Charles O’Brien!” A great cheer rose, and Billy stepped forward.

“Thank you, old man. Wonderful day for us.”

Apparently, my article had become the talk of London. I knew that I had been bold; for example, I had written, “May I beg to differ from those detractors who call Mr. Parnell ‘arrogant’ and ‘conceited’ and ‘pig-headed’ and ‘contemptuous’ and ‘boring’ and ‘politically unskilled.’ I spent four hours in his company this Monday past and found him a delight. His demeanor may be called all the more pleasant, since he had but minutes earlier risen from an afternoon sleep with his charming wife, Katharine, and many men who have just awakened require time to adjust their temperament to the world at large. Not so Mr. Parnell—and I may add that his husbandly attentions exhibited the utmost tenderness of affection. And of course I saw them reciprocated.”

(As I’d written these sentences in Billy’s office, he’d praised me over and over, and I’d pronounced myself gratified that this new way of writing about great figures had found a home.)

How we ate and drank that night! Many arms wrapped themselves about my shoulders, many hands thrust ale and spirits at me, and I might have eaten ten—or fifty—dinners for all the food I was offered. I said to Edward, “If this be journalism, I’m game for it.”

Next day, I called to see my other old tutor in the area, Mr. Halloran. He worked in great offices within an eye’s blink of Westminster and Parliament. Once, I should have been intimidated by such a powerful building, with its crests and escutcheons and marble and panels. Now, a new man, I sat in the hallway as a lackey took my card to Mr. Halloran’s office.

Soon a lady approached me, dignified and quiet. “Mr. O’Brien?”

I rose, expecting to accompany her.

“I have a letter from Mr. Halloran”—and she handed it to me. With pleasure, I recognized the tight, formed hand—but the pleasure ended.

“I am too distressed today at what you have done,” said the note, with no address, no familiar greeting, “and so we may not meet.”

That was all.

“Oh, dear,” I said to the bearer, “I wish him better. Will you tell him that from me?”

She nodded and departed, and I reflected how easily distress used to visit Mr. Halloran when he lived under our roof.

I caught the boat train. My crossing took all night, and I slept on deck, in a chair, knowing I should never have such air again for some time. I awoke after some hours with a feeling of great unease. “At what you have done”—what had Mr. Halloran meant? Thinking on, I began to ask myself if I had somehow been duped by the London crowd. Their jubilation seemed excessive: Why should they have so relished my account of Mr. Parnell if they professed him their foe? Was there something in all this of which I had no knowledge—some nuance that I did not understand?

When we docked at Kingstown, I longed for hot tea and great slices of bread with bacon. As I left the gangplank and began to walk the short quayside to the street, a man ran after me from the ship; I had seen him speaking with the purser and they had been looking at me, but I knew not why and thought nothing of it.

“Are you O’Brien?” he asked—very rough, I thought.

“Yes. Charles O’Brien.”

“You bastard! You yellow-haired, treacherous bastard!” he accused, and he reached to hit me. I easily controlled him, since he stood no more than five feet eight or so, but he began to shout in a most unpleasant manner.

“This is him! This is him! This is the bastard who wrote about Parnell!”

Others began to collect, and I must say that I ran—and swiftly enough to outpace them all. Not until I met Mr. Egan again next day did I discover the reasons for this unpleasantness. Mr. Parnell had no wife, and his lady, “Katharine,” bore the name of her husband, another Member of Parliament—one Captain Willie O’shea, who had now begun divorce proceedings. All commentary suggested that this scandal would bring about Mr. Parnell’s political downfall.
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As it did. The Catholics of Ireland could not accept leadership from a man who consorted illicitly with another man’s wife. Parnell lost his Irish Party, his place in the world, his repute. He and Kitty O’shea became the major scandal figures of the day and the decade—even though the world of politics had long known of their relationship. She had been Parnell’s mistress for years, and had borne him daughters.

Captain O’shea got his divorce, Parnell married Kitty, and they went away to live quietly on the south coast of England. Less than two years later, he died of pneumonia, the “lost leader,” whose spirit, they say, was broken in his fall from grace.
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In October 1891, I became part of the largest crowd that I have ever seen or expect to see. Today, Ireland buried Charles Stewart Parnell, under dark skies. Although the funeral was timed for the light of day, the people in the cortege continued to walk to Glasnevin Cemetery all night long. Yesterday, I went to the grave-digging, where I stayed, my hat pulled low over my face. Many came to me and asked my business there and I said, “A family mourner,” and they departed, satisfied with my answer. I told no lie; my purpose transcended that of all save Mr. Parnell’s family.

For a number of years I had attempted to reach Mr. Parnell or—as she became—Mrs. Parnell. All efforts had been rebuffed; notwithstanding my lingering for hours on the porch of his house in Brighton or under the portico of lovely Avondale in the county Wicklow, Mr. Parnell’s reserve did not melt. I believed that he accused me of “heavy irony” in the article that I wrote. Now I hoped that my presence at the funeral might cause his wife to unbend in forgiveness.

We rarely see our hopes fulfilled—but I did today. Repelling all entreaties to move aside, I remained as if a stone on that spot. They carried the coffin to the graveside; and I approached the figure in black.

“Mrs. Parnell,” I said. “I am Charles O’Brien, the man who—”

“Oh, I know full well who you are. I remember our tea.” She did not raise her black veil.

“I never meant anything but well. Think of how respectfully my account was couched.”

Mrs. Parnell laid her hand upon my arm. “I told my husband so. Many times.”

“But they say that the rejection of the people broke his heart. And I fear that I brought it about.” I was near to tears.

“Mr. O’Brien, our love had long been known. Nobody else had the respect to write about it with tenderness—and they had not the courage to write about it disrespectfully. Nor could they allege my adultery without being subject to a lawsuit. But they were able and pleased to print your piece because it was so beautifully couched—and they knew that we would feel unable to sue for libel.”

I stepped back, struck, as it were, by a light dawning.

“Oh. I never knew.”

“I thought not. You are forgiven—there is nothing harsh in me toward you. I merely wish you the fortune of a good woman to guide you—as my husband believed I guided him.”

So overcome did I feel that I could not stay there for Mr. Parnell’s burial.
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By the time Parnell died, at the too young age of forty-five, the Irish farmers had achieved their Three F’s: Fixity of Tenure, Fair Rent, and Free Sale. And even though he had not been the author of the legislation, there seems no doubt that his great agitations helped to bring it about; and he also came within votes of having generated self-government.

So, every sixth of October I wear in my buttonhole an ivy leaf, Mr. Parnell’s symbol, and I mourn our uncrowned king, this landowning gentleman of the Anglo-Irish aristocracy.

My heart ached that night, sore again from the damage that I had done to Mr. Parnell, and hurting even more deeply from the kindness of Mrs. Parnell. I found lodgings in the home of an old friend near Glasnevin Cemetery, Tom Childs, a man of kindness and decency. His peaceful house (assailed only by his occasional rants against his “hound” of a brother, Sammy) gave me a bed for the night and, mercifully, nothing to drink. I lay awake for many hours, hearing the footsteps of the mourners returning from Mr. Parnell’s funeral. At about five o’clock in the morning, I drifted to sleep.

Next day, I set out upon the best cure that I know for grief and remorse: a journey; Ireland’s hedges and streams are filled with balm for the spirit, and I was back at my healing trade. My first assignment required me to cure corns—and I all but wept once more as I advised and then put the measure into practice: bind tightly the toe with an ivy leaf.
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Parnell’s funeral went on for days. People from all over Ireland insisted on being able to get to the graveside long after the burial. Estimates of the crowd run to over a million people. By then the full story of Kitty O’shea had become a tragic Irish romance, eventually visited by Hollywood, and television drama. It still engrosses historians and biographers.

The entire matter was a morass of hypocrisy. Long before it became public, Captain O’shea had tacitly sanctioned the relationship. He had even been sponsored into politics by Parnell, who went against the members of his Irish Party to secure his cuckold a seat in Parliament. But when it looked as though Parnell’s strength was becoming unstoppable, his political opponents decided to try to harness this open secret. Plotters close to the establishment paid O’shea to issue divorce papers. Ireland, with its newfound Catholic zeal, would never vote for a Parnellite again.

The impact of the “uncrowned king’s” fall reverberated in Ireland for almost a century; only recently have the last wearers of the ivy leaf died out. And nowhere in the Parnell canon of history or biography does the name of Charles O’Brien appear.
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In my zeal to examine the arrival of April Burke in my life, I have insufficiently reported in my History, I feel, many of the experiences I saw with Mr. Egan. We rode together through the country, as close as Don Quixote and Sancho Panza, as Robin Hood and Little John. I can see us now, as we came down the hill into a place that expected us. He had a small roan mare, Teresa, and I had Della, the bigger horse for the bigger man. We carried packs behind our saddles, with all our boxes of powders, our bottles of potions, our salves and ointments, and our clothes. He had a flat black hat, I wore a wider brim—he told me that I looked like a musketeer; I told him that he looked like a preacher.

We traveled well together. Since he made a great deal of money, and my father had provided me with an income, our food and accommodations proved more than satisfactory. We never quarreled, never disagreed; now and again he fell quiet in himself, reflective, contemplating a recent patient, thinking out an improvement to a cure; and he complimented me many times for not intruding upon such moments. Usually we talked easily or had pleasant mutual silences.

Remarkable were the impressions that we captured of life in Ireland, in city, town, village, and parish. We met huntsmen and hawkers, ladies and louts; we met plowmen and poachers, girls and grocers. Mr. Egan always addressed me as “Mr. O’Brien”; we were, he said, “professional gentlemen, and we must behave as such” and, after every discussion of a patient, he had the habit of saying, “But, Mr. O’Brien, all people are equal until we discover that they’re not.”

I do not need to search my memory for the more unusual events that we saw together; they seem to have occurred at the numerous fairs where we most successfully plied ourselves. We saw cattle fairs and horse fairs, where men made many bargains or none at all, but always there was the joy of livestock. And, with a notable absence of joy, we saw hiring fairs.

My first hiring fair was witnessed on the bridge at Golden, right by the old Norman castle, a few miles from my own home. I had heard of such events many times and had often wondered why my father never frequented them, even when he found himself a number of men short at a harvest or in the lambing times. Soon, I understood.

I had been with Mr. Egan a little over two years and, after some days of mixing his herb mixtures at his home, we had come up from his house near Bansha to visit a woman in Mantle Hill who had damaged a leg in a fall in her yard and had been unable to recover its use. Our way, we found, was blocked when we came to the river and, indeed, the entire winding street of the village thronged with people.

On one side of the thoroughfare (if I may call it that; this is not a large village) little rude platforms had been arranged; onto these stepped a variety of men. Many had red faces, all had loud voices, and they shouted their names and their places of origin: “John-Joe Kelly from Limerick itself” or “James Prendergast all the way from Clare.” Having secured an audience, each of these shouters then made way for a succession of diffident people, who stepped onto the podium and waited until told by their barker to step down again. These were the men and women, boys and girls who offered themselves for hire.

Some attracted no interest. If a man seemed unusually strong, a voice called, “Why aren’t you working already?” Or someone would step from the crowd and begin a physical inspection—he would check the poor fellow’s hands, feel his legs, open his mouth, look at his teeth.

“They don’t want to hire someone who’s sickening for something,” said Mr. Egan, beside me.

“This is humiliating,” I said.

“Wait a minute and you’ll see worse,” said Mr. Egan.

The candidates stepped on, stepped off again. Once or twice, a boy of fourteen or fifteen attracted attention; I observed two such, and both had abundant hair. The farmers who showed an interest poked and prodded. One man hired one boy; the other lad drifted loose.

Then came the women and the girls. Fewer in number, some quite lovely, they stood there, eyes downcast, evidently poor, as their barker shouted their experience: “Worked for a farmer’s wife over near Charleville” or “Was eight years with a lady called MacMahon in Clare until the lady died.”

Once or twice, men fortified with drink stepped up and began an inspection. No man actually put his hands lasciviously on any woman (some constables lingered near), but they leered to the onlookers, and curved shapes in the air with their hands, and turned the poor creatures this way and that.

My heart wept for these hopeful people. When an interested call came from a member of the public, the person on the podium looked eagerly toward that voice. How willingly they displayed themselves, even if the inquirer was merely having sport with them. And how dreadfully sank their smiles, men and women, boys and girls, when asked to step down, and they realized that another day had passed and they had no work to feed themselves or those at home.

I have heard that the fair in Golden differed from most hiring fairs in that the barkers charged an “introduction” fee to anyone hiring from their booth. At other such events, the people for hire merely came into the streets and stood there, hoping for someone to offer them the desperately needed employment. In either case, I wished the hiring fair abolished. But it ranked as nothing beside what was to come that same week; and I still rage and wince at the memory of that occasion.

In Golden, we had received word of a “good fair” to be held next day in the town of Mallow, in the north of the county Cork, some forty miles away. We arrived at about ten o’clock in the morning and our intelligence looked well-founded; this fair indeed promised well. Large crowds had already gathered; stalls of food smoked to the sky; music jingled here and there.

Within moments of setting up our tent, we had patients—in fact, fifteen people lined up, and we began the day busily. I handed Mr. Egan every bowl and bottle he requisitioned; and I took money from every person with whom he consulted. One woman complained that the ointment he brushed on her skin had a sting to it; I dabbed her arms gently with cold water. A gentleman from Fermoy said his bunions had come back; I showed him how to burn them off with a candle taper.

All through this, I had a question in my mind: What was this occasion? Why so many people on a day that had no seasonal or religious or holiday significance? Finally I had a chance to ask, and a couple said to me—indignantly, as though I should have known—“Shanahan!”

For months, a search had been going on for a dreadful villain who had taken the lives of his wife and her mother and father. Today he would hang. He had been a surly and disliked fellow, with bad reports from all who had known him, ever since childhood.

The hanging was scheduled for noon. I asked Mr. Egan, “Do you wish to see this?”

“We have to stay. Afterward is when people will want us—their stomachs will be bad.” Then he asked, “Did you ever see anybody swing?”

“No.”

“No eating beforehand,” he said.

At five minutes before noon a party of soldiers and Royal Irish constables escorted a cart through the crowd to the end of the Main Street. No drum rolled, no horn blew. The high sides of the cart had been covered with burlap to conceal anything inside; the escort—of more than a hundred men—seemed to me especially large, considering that this had been such an unpopular fugitive and thus an unlikely subject for a rescue attempt.

This corner of Mallow was a well-known place of execution; a high wooden structure existed there permanently, ready to take the post and beam of the scaffold. In a matter of moments the gibbet of wood was raised. Over the beam they threw a rope with a noose.

We were close by—because our stall had been set up there for the densest throng. The police and soldiers formed a ring around the gallows and then faced the crowd. Brusquely they pushed us back and back, until a wide circle had been cleared.

When the flap on the cart was raised, it was impossible to see from any quarter, because so many police and soldiers stood around it. Soon, a man in foul clothing, the unfortunate Shanahan, was stood up, carried—he refused to walk—and then propelled up on the high platform, directly beneath the noose.

The people buzzed when they saw him, and some jeered. Shanahan, looking nowhere, and to my eyes appearing more numbed than sullen, was manhandled to a point directly beneath the rope. He was small and fidgety, prematurely bald, about thirty-five years old, with bandy legs and dark eyes.

A plump man with a beak of a nose drew the noose over Shanahan’s head and arranged it round his neck, then chucked it tight, making Shanahan wince. By now a priest had climbed the platform, but Shanahan turned his head away, like a man who had already decided where he was going. The priest stepped down.

I heard a noise like a wooden gunshot—and a wild cry. The lever had been pulled and the narrow platform dropped—and there, some yards from my face, in the gap beneath the trapdoor, hung Shanahan, in eternity. The shriek from him had startled me.

He did not die. He hung there, twisting a little, his wrists secured behind him, his feet in his tied ankles moving up and down like those of a dancer at practice, his face turning this way and that as though he was trying to get his head out of the noose. Twice he looked into my eyes; twice I looked away. Of course there would be no escape, and after a few minutes Shanahan began to expire, his face turning blue, his lips foaming.

Some cheers rose up, perhaps from the neighbors and families of the victims. Not many people joined in; all, like me, remained where they stood. For my part, revulsion overcame me. I had no feelings about Shanahan; I had not even known his name when I woke up that morning—but even at my twenty-three years of age, my entire spirit convulsed at the pleased deliberateness of the execution, and the waste of a life.

People in general, I am convinced, know everything, even before they know that they know. At that point, by all the usual practices, that crowd should have turned away. Instead, everybody stayed fixed—they sensed another drama.

The militia in front of the scaffold redoubled their attitude of sternness; the soldiers drew bayonets and the police aimed guns, and we were pushed back farther. A puzzled hum rose from the crowd—and then it grew to a shout, as a figure recognizable to us all was taken from the cart and manhandled up to the scaffold.

Over the previous months, a long trial had been taking place in Cork, of a young land agitation leader, David O’Connor, accused of murder. All opinion called the accusation false; witnesses palpably committed perjury; the judge refused to hear respectable contradictory evidence; and the prisoner had been silenced when he tried to speak on his own behalf. At one stage in the trial, the judge had threatened to take the case back from the jury (all landowners, but some of them showing uncertainty) and himself pronounce verdict and sentence. So prejudiced had the trial appeared that delegates had been sent to London to request the attendance of observers at the appeal.

Now no appeal would take place. The authorities had smuggled young O’Connor, a doctor educated in Spain, past the vigil at Cork Jail and would hang him here at Mallow.

I looked at Mr. Egan. “Will they riot?”

He shook his head. Most people sank to their knees in prayer—and I, to my shame, turned away. I could not allow myself to see young Dr. O’Connor die—and I was unable to eat again for two days.

Those who have told me eyewitness stories of the Great Irish Famine of the 1840s talk of the quiet in the countryside, the absence of birds, the unbearably sad muting of the neglected animals. Such tales have been especially poignant when coming from musicians, who are bidden to fill places with enjoyable sounds. That afternoon in Mallow, all the fiddles and all the pipes ceased their playing. I have never heard such silence as I heard in that crowded, stricken place, and I never wish to hear it again.
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Capital punishment ceased in Ireland more than forty years ago, its abolition a by-product of the Catholic Church’s opposition. Today, membership in the European Union precludes it. In English-occupied Ireland it happened everywhere, often at a whim.

Contaminated juries, perjured evidence, selected and selective witnesses—many of the trials had more rigging than a sailing ship. Justice was not so much blind as blindsided.

And the hangings caused a vicious circle. A landlord was killed. Local men were hanged in reprisal after sham trials. Another landowner got murdered—Irish roulette.

Out of the multitude of commonplace miscarriages of justice rose a rebel spirit. Fair-minded people everywhere might have murmured horror when a Protestant and his family were slaughtered or burned out of their home. But a wrongly executed Catholic raised an outcry. Every unjust trial, every hanging judge, created a new hero-martyr. The ballads and laments found a new power base.

In fact, they became a weaponry. And they helped to create the new voice of the majority. The purer literary impulses of the educated Anglo-Irish, such as Oscar Wilde, George Bernard Shaw, and William Butler Yeats, had already been resounding. Their unique tone brought the English language to bear on the Irish imagination. Now the Catholic martyrdom in miscarriages of justice created a different Irish sound.

In the fusion of the two traditions, the cool and educated Anglo-Irish styles and the raw, often ironic, mourning ferocity of the ballad tradition, was born a new Irish voice.
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My fortune has been to live through such comprehensive times. As I witnessed the great will to recover the country’s land for the Irish, I also observed another and separate movement of restoration: the recovery of the native soul.

By the turn of the century, many Catholic writers and poets had begun writing about the glories of ancient Ireland. They had not previously been allowed to write, they had not been allowed to read, they could be—and were—deported for owning books. I was present to observe how the Celtic world came to the fore once again, with many passionate declamations in verse and prose, with vivid translations from the Irish language into English.

Great men were rising in all this. Some were already established in repute; some had yet to make their names but would go on to garner fame and respect. I met them, and in their company, I would recite a tale I had heard, as I believed that I should attempt to contribute. And I am pleased to say that I was often gratified by their evident acceptance of my performance—though it was always followed with a longer effort of their own, or else a lofty and steel-edged repudiation of my tale.

Some of these literary figures planted themselves in my memory, not from works they had yet written but from force of presence. One day, the sixteenth of June 1904, I was sitting in a Dublin public house after a lunch of Gorgonzola cheese with a glass of Burgundy. It was late in the afternoon and I was writing in my Journal when I caught the attention of a young man in his early twenties. He was wearing light shoes, of a kind people usually reserve for playing lawn tennis, and he wore a yachtsman’s cap. With a jaunty and confident air he slouched over to me.

“What are you writing?” he asked me.

“I try to keep a Journal,” I said, “though I fail to address it every day.”

“No man’s life is interesting enough for every day to be recorded,” he said. “Except mine.”

“Do you have an exceptional life?” I asked him.

“Exceptional. It gives me deep satisfaction. Today, for instance, I shall meet with a young woman who, of her own free will, shall yield up to me the mysteries of her existence.”

He told me that his name was James A. Joyce and that he came of an ancient Irish family whose ancestral lands could still be found in south Galway. When I told him my name, he pronounced with great delight that I must be one of the “royal O’Briens of Munster.”

Mr. Joyce said, “Therefore, I suppose you have a pound on you that I might borrow? By way of gratitude,” he added, “I will allow you to read me what you have been writing in your Journal.”

I said, “I cannot; I have been transcribing a legend I recently heard about a deer, but it is unfinished.”

“You are speaking to a man who believes that in Ireland the artist is the proud stag torn down by the vile hounds of the populace. And that metaphor, if metaphor it be, is certainly worth a pound.”

I gave him the requested money. Mr. Joyce waved the banknote like a small banner, promised to pay it back, and said, “This may be the unit of currency that launches a great literary career.”

“What do you intend to write?”

“I have it all planned out,” he said. “After some pithy observations of my fellow-citizens here in Dublin, I shall write a memoiristic but brilliant satire on the human soul. Then I shall write a large novel, modeled on the wanderings of Odysseus, but it will be all about a man brought low in life by a woman. Inspired, of course, by Mr. Parnell.”

To which I replied, “When you write, if you write, be sure to make it complicated. It will retain people’s attention. I knew Mr. and Mrs. Parnell—they saw little that was simple in their lives.”

Mr. James Joyce rose from the bench beside me, clapped a hand to his forehead, and cried, “My God! It is I who should be paying you for that incisive advice. ‘Make it complicated.’ I shall remember it all my life”— and he departed the public house with a gracious nod to the barman and the cry “Any word on the Gold Cup?”—for it was Ascot week and all of Ireland placed wagers on the horses that were running on that great racecourse.

“It’ll be tonight before we hear,” said the barman.

Mr. Joyce departed—and sprang back through the door a moment later.

“You must go and tell Mr. Yeats your story—he lives up on Rutland Square. He’d love to hear it; he welcomes all mythologies.”

That afternoon, I did as young Mr. Joyce suggested; I called, unbidden, on the renowned poet Mr. Yeats. Ofttimes I had seen him, vague and flowing, in the streets of Dublin, wearing a voluminous black cloak and a floppy bow-tie and his great scarab ring.

I was curious to meet him. People said many things—that he was arrogant; that he made poems out of works in other languages and did not acknowledge them; that he loved widely, though often with ladies who did not live in Ireland. When I came to his house, I found him on the doorstep; he was emptying tea leaves from a large brown teapot into the street drain.

I introduced myself, and Mr. Yeats asked, “Why have you come to see me?” and I told him about meeting a young man named James Joyce.

“He’s so sarcastic. You can’t take seriously a word that he says. He’s always sending people to call on me even though he knows how busy I am; I think he does it to stop me writing. Did he try to borrow money off you? Don’t give him a penny,” said Mr. Yeats. “Come in anyway.”

At first he proved short with me, but then he behaved very graciously when I told him some of the story I was writing about Finn MacCool and the deer. I said that I had heard it on my travels and he leaned forward with great attention, his spectacles winking in the afternoon sun.

Mr. Yeats then began to ask me questions about myself (he was five years younger than me), and I told him something of my life. He pronounced himself enchanted with the notion of my wandering hither and yon, healing people, and at the same time gathering stories and setting them down, and writing reports upon the world.

“Oh, your life is a kind of poem in itself,” he said in his deep, booming voice.

I was much complimented and said so.

“And you look like a poet,” he said. “A man does not have to write poetry to have a poet’s soul.”

I pressed him on this point and he said, “Warmth of spirit. Love of humanity. These are poet’s gifts. You have them abundantly.”

I felt my heart opening up, and in a fit of confidence I related the story of my great unrequited love. At the conclusion I said that I had written many letters and none had been answered, that I thought of this lady night and day and that my courage had now abated.

Mr. Yeats took off his spectacles, wiped them on his floppy bow-tie, replaced them, and began exhorting me.

“I remake myself many times—to ensure that I am the bravest who will deserve the fairest. Feather yourself,” he said, waving a hand at me to indicate me head to toe. “Wear bright plumage. Present a wonderful facade to her. Women enjoy a dandy.”

It had been three years, six months, one day, and twenty-two hours since I had last seen Miss Burke, on the street in Paris as she dismissed me. I have already recounted how I brokenheartedly returned to Ireland via Holland. Mother, seeing my distress, had advised me to write to Dr. a’Court Tucker’s house. I wrote many letters, all civil, some apologetic, none without the utmost courtesy, but I never received a reply.

When I told this to Mr. Yeats, he said, “I like few men but I am comfortable with you. Therefore, why not seek her father? Can there be many men in London who go by the name of Terence Burke?”

I told him that I already knew the gentleman’s address, and had indeed sent letters there too.
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My only visit to England had thrust me into the fracas over Mr. Parnell—but when I returned to my family and narrated Mr. Yeats’s advice, they supported his idea. Mother supervised all my clothing, and, days later, as I left for the train that would take me to Kingstown and the steamer to England, my father gave me a generous financial support.

“New clothes. Shiny boots. Best foot forward,” he said. “Make her father see what a fine man you are.”

Consequently, I enjoyed the good accommodation of Mr. Brown’s hotel in London, and after a day of resting and walking and visiting a gentleman’s outfitters, making sure that I was not prone to accusations of dishevelment, I set forth to the house of Mr. Terence Burke. It was my forty-fourth birthday, the twenty-first of June, and I hoped that this would be of good omen.

A girl with red hair and many sun-freckles opened the door at 29 Alexander Street, Westminster, and I recognized—and said so—that her accent came from Cork. She called herself Mary, and after our little conversation about the pleasantness of her native county, she went to fetch Mr. Burke; not being a trained servant, she forgot to ask my name.

Presently, the gentleman appeared, a tall, thin man, with spectacles pushed up on his forehead. I could at once see his daughter’s resemblance to him; and although he seemed to have the slow movements of those who suffer chronic ill-health, he had a vigorous personality.

“Goodness,” he said, “what a gentleman I see here, mmm? Who are you, sir, and how do you do?”

He impressed me as delightful.

“Sir, I fear that I am Charles O’Brien. Himself. In the flesh, as it were.”

“Charles O’Brien?” It became plain that he did not know the name, for he said next, “And—why do you ‘fear’ that you are Charles O’Brien, mmm? Is it such a terrible thing to be Charles O’Brien?”

On some days I believe a dullness slows my intellect; on others I have a certain sharpness—which now I found.

“Oh, sir,” I said. “To fear that one is oneself is such a great terror that one needs no other fears—and so are burdens lifted.”

Mr. Burke laughed. “And a wit. Come in, Charles O’Brien.”

He led me into his inner rooms, through a most pleasant house, full of comfort and warmth. I felt some surprise; perhaps my sharp encounters with his daughter had led me to expect a colder home.

We sat and Mr. Burke offered me tea, which I declined, and a drink, which I also declined (I needed my wits about me). He settled in his chair.

“Now, Mr. Charles O’Brien, I have the pleasure of a visit from a fine man on a fine summer afternoon; what may I return to him?”

I said, “Sir, this concerns your daughter.”

He laughed. “Do you know April?”

I said, “Yes, sir. I do. I was with Mr. Wilde in Paris.”

“Ohhhhh,” he said, changing to a grave mood. “What a great loss he is to us all! April was most upset and still mourns him. Which is not usual in a young person.”

“Sir,” I blurted, “I fell in love with your daughter in Paris and I wish to press my case forward with her and with you.”

He laughed again. “Well, you can try to be lucky! Have you seen how direct she can be?”

I winced. “Has she told you of me?”

“No. April tells me nothing of her suitors—except that she has none and entertains none.”

“Sir.” Fear seized me, in case I had already established false pretenses. “I must tell you the whole story. Your daughter has already rejected me.”

He waved a hand. “Pish! A thing of nothing, as Shakespeare said. It’s what a girl feels she must do to a suitor. But tell me anyway.”

About myself, I have many doubts, but I do not doubt that I tell a good tale. For the next twenty minutes, Mr. Terence Burke sat transfixed as I told him of my life as a healer, of Lady Mollie Carew, of my journey to Paris, of my failure to help Mr. Wilde. Then I told him of April’s arrival with Dr. Tucker, and of the great tale that Mr. Wilde told, of my pursuit of April, of her blunt rejection and my subsequent despondency.

When telling a story, it is important to observe the face of the listener. From the many aspects that passed across Mr. Terence Burke’s face I was reminded of clouds passing over a mountain on a sunny day: first there is light, then there is shadow, then there is light again. Soon, I knew that he had not previously heard anything of this tale, not even the part concerning his own birth.

As I finished, he gazed into the fireplace, now filled with pine cones as a summer decoration. He said nothing; then he looked at me and made a gesture with his hand that said “Stay” and he rose and left the room. I heard his footsteps on the stairs; I heard him cross a floor over my head, retrace his steps, and return down the staircase.

He stood by my chair and handed me a small rectangle of stiff paper.

“I am one, mmm, of the few gentlemen in England,” he said, “with a very small birthright—this is it; this drawing.”

Naturally I recognized it at once—a perspective of Tipperary Castle from the side on which stands the theater.

“How have you come by this?”

He said, “I was told that my mother died in my childbirth and that she died in the West Indies, that she came of a Northumbrian family who lived in this castle”—he tapped the rectangle of paper—“but that the ancestral home has been long ruined.”

“Who told you this?”

He said, “The people whom I have always called ‘family’—my guardian, as I understood her to be.” He sat down. “Here we have a mystery.”

“Does your daughter know of this?”

“I must say that I do not know. She expresses no affection for Ireland and the Irish. None at all.”

Raised in Somerset, he had been given to understand that his father, a soldier, had died in the South Seas a month before his infant son was due to be born. Then his mother, overcome with grief, fell dangerously ill in the last month of her confinement and died. He was saved, and his aunt adopted him. Of the story he told me, only two facts had a ring of truth: his father had indeed been named Terence Burke; and his mother had indeed been an actress—“But a most respectable actress,”he hastened to say.

I had not, as yet, asked the question that burned me: Where was April? Was she still in Paris? Or had she, as I feared in my general anxiety, gone farther afield? At least I had ascertained that she had no suitor and no consort and, I gathered—or made bold to assume—no intention of having such.

“How are we to get to the bottom of all this?” he said. He stood; he sat; he stood again; he sat again; he rose and paced; he sat again—all in silence, his knuckles to his mouth.

When I saw a moment of composure, I asked, “Where is your daughter these times, sir? Is she still with Dr. Tucker?”

“Oh, no,” he said. “She works here in London now—she has been given an excellent post in the government, in the Ministry that deals with France; she’s one of the few ladies at work there. But she lives here; she will be home this evening.” He sat. “Now, Charles O’Brien—what is to be done?”

I said, “Sir, this may be your estate. It has, I believe, four thousand acres of prime Tipperary land. It lies in the Golden Vale, one of the richest seams of earth in the west of Europe. It is your birthright, and you must prove your title and assert your claim.”

“But how can I do that?”

“In truth, sir, I do not know. But my father will know—he knows many lawyers. And I will assist in every way that may be useful.”

“A true gentleman,” he said quietly. “A true gentleman.”

The clock on Terence Burke’s mantel told me that it was past four. He saw me glance at it and said, “My daughter comes home at twenty-five minutes before seven every evening.”

“Sir, if I may—let us have you tell your daughter of my visit. I shall return tomorrow and you shall report to me.”

I learned that his daughter took luncheon at home on most days; we arranged that I should arrive next day before she did, and we parted most warmly. My efforts had exhausted me, I had much to think about, and so I hailed a cab to my hotel. I dined alone with no liquor, retired early, and slept not at all, because my mind raced across the words of the day. How should we establish that Mr. Burke had been lied to about his origins— which was my first suspicion? Then I supposed: What if he had not been told lies? What if the house and estate belonged to another family? My father had told me when I returned from Paris that, yes, the family name of Tipperary Castle had, to his memory, been Burke, and this seemed to confirm the story that Mr. Wilde had told.

Yet my hopes of capturing April Burke—and I believed that the regaining of her ancestral home must aid me in this—still rested principally on a tale told by a playwright, therefore a maker of fictions. As these uncertainties made me unable to sleep, I rose and sat by the window, ceaselessly shuffling a deck of cards.

Next morning, I walked along Bond Street, took coffee at Mr. Fortnum’s, and purchased some candied peel for my mother, some crystal ginger for Father, some “furnace-hot” peppermint for Euclid, and a bottle of Tuscan wine for my noonday host, which would be delivered with my compliments in advance of my arrival.

Mr. Burke greeted me with a long face.

“I fear I have to disappoint you.”

Already I knew, and indeed had half-expected what he would say.

“My daughter will not join us. She has declined on account of—” He halted and held out his hands. “I do not know. But your excellent wine has come.”

I said, “Let us employ our time usefully over lunch to see how we may further your birthright claim.”

We had a most agreeable luncheon. Although my heart continued to beat fast at what had evidently amounted to another rejection, I continued to enjoy Mr. Burke’s company. We straightaway got to the business at hand—namely, how to establish who he was, and whence came his family. I asked of him that he tell me all he knew about his childhood and growing up, and who might still be living in Somerset with knowledge of his past.

Our plan came together smoothly. As he, being retired from his place of business, had time on his hands, and as I had come over from Ireland to spend as many days on this matter as would be necessary, we would journey to Somerset the very next day.

Then I said, “Sir, are you acquainted with Mr. George Bernard Shaw, the renowned critic of the drama?”

He said, “I have never met him, although I know who he is.”

I said, “Mr. Shaw is known to love actresses, and I feel that this inquiry will intrigue him. The span of time is not long—he may know someone who can shed light on the life of your dear mother.”

I had heard that Mr. Shaw was among the easiest men in London to find, and we did not experience much difficulty. The critic and playwright was known to hold forth in a Covent Garden dining-hall before he went to the theater or the opera. We saw him straightaway and walked to his table.

His beard wagged as he spoke and he breathed the most oppressive breath; he was much given to the eating of fruits, vegetables, and nuts. But Mr. Shaw had the cleverest eyes, and the quickest, merriest smile.

Sadly, he helped not at all. He greeted us very cordially, and pressed upon us some pamphlet that he had been writing about the Solomon Islanders and his desire to bring them an education. Not renowned as a listener, he nevertheless gave us his attention as Mr. Burke bade me tell the story. I saw Mr. Shaw begin to remember my name, and when I had finished he chuckled and said to me, “Ah, yes, I have you now—you’re Mr. Parnell’s old friend.”

I said that indeed I had known Mr. Parnell, and Mr. Shaw said no more on the subject. He told us then that he had not known an actress by the name of April Burke and had never heard of her; “Or Mrs. Terence Burke, or Mrs. Alphonsus Burke, or Mrs. Edmund Burke, or Mrs. Aloysius Alhambra Burke.”

When we left Mr. Shaw’s company we were no wiser than before, but we had enjoyed meeting him and we laughed much at his various passions and schemes.

“He talks a great deal,” said Mr. Terence Burke, who dined with me at my hotel.
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Shaw was four years older than Charles O’Brien. He had known a great deal less privilege, but had accomplished much more. With a fearlessness that Mr. O’Brien had not found in himself, Shaw struck out for unpopular causes. He also supported the works—and made the names—of emerging playwrights. And he was one of the champions of Oscar Wilde, by whom he was much impressed.

His presence in London typified a kind of long-standing phenomenon. The Irish in England have achieved roles that were never reciprocated. Richard Brinsley Sheridan, Edmund Burke, Oliver Goldsmith, Shaw, Yeats, and Wilde—no Englishmen got comparable status in Ireland.

For obvious reasons. Whereas the sound of an English accent in an Irish ear long spoke of brutal colonization, the presence of a cultivated Irishman in London salved the conscience to some degree, as if to say, “Look, we’ve been educating these savages.” Or, if entertaining, supported a stereotype: “Oh, such charming rogues.”

Shaw, more than any of his fellow countrymen, understood these mindsets. He came from poor Protestant Dublin stock, therefore from an unfamiliar, disconcerting mold—he could not be pigeonholed. And he was self-educated, self-made, relentlessly clever, and prepared to take on anything.

If he found himself in the wrong upon a question, he publicly allowed himself to think his way to a different point of view—and then announced that he had changed his mind. When he did so, he changed many other minds.

He knew how to attack with humor; he ridiculed England’s stereotypical thinking just as satirically as Jonathan Swift had done a century and more earlier. And Shaw did so just as viciously, if in a little more nuanced way: “An Englishman thinks he is moral when he is only uncomfortable,” he wrote.

By the time Mr. O’Brien and Mr. Burke met him, he had created a formidable presence as a columnist and pamphleteer. A music and drama critic too, whose playwriting career had just begun to flourish, he was also an activist whose principal desire was to make the general mass of the English population more political.

Shaw’s great ego opened many doors. Although Charles O’Brien, through Mr. Burke’s presence, was guaranteed a safe passage about London as an obviously civilized Irishman, Shaw could have introduced him to a whole new swath of people.

And Mr. O’Brien would have been a hit. His “mixed” background would have confounded all sides. Shaw knew that Mr. O’Brien’s class status wasn’t traceable by accent. “It is impossible for an Englishman to open his mouth, without making some other Englishman despise him,” he once uttered.

If, through Shaw, Charles had met the Anglo-Irish landlords or the British establishment in their London drawing rooms, he could have exchanged news about upper-class friends in common, such as Lady Mollie Carew. And if Shaw had taken him to meet his socialist fellow travelers, Mr. O’Brien could have spoken to them at length about his travels through Ireland. They would have been more than interested in his assessments of the country’s mood in the middle of the “Irish Question.”

Regrettably, however, Shaw did not take Mr. O’Brien on a tour of inquiry among the era’s actresses. Shaw knew them all, and had many famous dalliances and friendships—always assumed to be platonic—with leading ladies of the day, such as Mrs. Patrick Campbell. Had he known April Burke, he would almost certainly have fallen for the woman described by Oscar Wilde.
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The farmhouses in England’s West Country seemed appealing and secure. Across undulating land, we glimpsed distant church spires, on a day of great sunshine and a clear blue sky. After a train luncheon of less than moderately good food (it stuck to the roof of the mouth), we alighted at the town of Yeovil.

His childhood home, Mr. Burke told me, lay between Yeovil and Bath, near the village of Doulting. A hackney car took us there, and we found an excellent inn where we guaranteed rooms for the night. I longed to ask him whether he had told his daughter of our excursion, but I decided to wait until dinner and a glass of Madeira.

The Brook House lay in a small valley, where the summer seemed more intense than anywhere else. A long building, it had a stone doorway to the street, and a lengthy blank facade with two windows—sparse appointments in such a building.

“The house’s greater life faces the garden,” Mr. Burke told me.

We opened the latch on a green wooden door under the arches of branches, and there, some ninety feet long, stretched a beautiful terrace of paving-stones. As we entered, the garden came in view to our right— sloping lawns filled with yellow and white blossoming trees, and deep, wide beds of flowers in their glorious summer colors.

“I have not been here since I was twenty,” Mr. Burke said, but when we knocked at the door, he immediately recognized the old lady who answered. She knew him too, and professed herself delighted—but with my experience of calling upon people in their homes, I thought her wary. We did not enter; she led us to a bower with garden seats and an air of peace and pleasantness, and she rang a bell that hung from a branch. A gentleman appeared, a truculent man; “Harris!” cried Mr. Burke.

“Oh? Hullo,” said the worthy, and never uttered another word. He brought us lemonade and sat with Miss Gambon, for that was her name. And she, as I soon found, had been the person who raised Mr. Burke!

After much talk of neighbors and memories, of childhood escapades and great feats of the weather, Mr. Burke, in his charming way, declared, “Now, Mater, we are here on a mission. Tell me, do you know anything of a Great House in Ireland? Of which you gave me a drawing when I was very young?”—and he pulled it from the leather attaché case he had carried with him. I had set myself to watch rather than speak, and I know that Miss Gambon recoiled and looked at him with some malice. She concealed it cleverly—but she knew that I saw it. Then she answered:

“I don’t know. Somewhere in the past, I feel, we did have an Irish relation.”

Mr. Burke pressed on: “I have never visited my mother’s grave.” Had I not had such a good impression of him, I might have believed that he was taunting her.

“Oh, but do you not recall? She was buried at sea, on her return from Spain.”

“What?” he said. “Was I born at sea?”

She had the air of someone grasping at a straw of hope—and she had been bewildered by this thunderbolt into her life from such a clear blue sky.

“Oh, yes, at sea, yes.”

“But is not my birth registered here at Bristol?”

“That is where the law required,” she said. “It had to do with the place in which the infant would reside. And—” Here she stuttered a little. “Also. The ship—it had sailed out of Bristol port.” (I was mindful of Mother’s remark that “a lie needs two legs.”)

Mr. Burke believed her, but I did not. I studied her—and she saw that I studied her. Although she wore excellent fabrics, she had nothing of Mr. Burke’s looks; indeed, she seemed coarse to have reared such an elegant man, and I came to the conclusion that nothing in this story might be what it seemed. I also concluded that we should not get at much truth in this garden at this moment.

In a short time, she terminated the encounter, saying, “You must forgive me. I tire easily these days; I never leave the house anymore.”

Mr. Burke and I took our leave of her. In the lane outside the house, he said that he wanted to show me his “haunts,” and we walked up to a hill from which we could look out over a wide swath of the countryside.

“The locals told me that on a clear day I should glimpse the sea from here,” he said, “but on a clear day, we always seem to have a haze that obscures our chance. I find that to resemble Life itself.”

And as he laughed, I wondered whether he had begun to ask himself questions about the obfuscations that might have been his lot.

That night, in the inn they call the Pilgrim, the landlord required that each of us sign the Visitors’ Book and gave us a workman’s supper of beef, potatoes, and ale. Mr. Burke and I discussed the day’s proceedings. He saw nothing untoward in the speech or attitude of Miss Gambon, expressing only surprise that he had not been told he had been born at sea.

“By Jove!” he said, over and over, and then, in a typically forgiving remark, “Perhaps she thought it would have been too much for a small chap to bear. Especially with his mama being buried at sea—although I confess that I should have been very intrigued at such a notion.”

I learned that what I had seen of the house represented no more than a third of the establishment, that behind the very large trees at the end of the terrace the main building spread longer and wider.

“How came your aunt by such a fine place?” I asked.

This innocent man replied that it had been in her husband’s family “for centuries”—that, as he understood matters, the Gambons had been yeoman farmers, meaning that they had not been tenants; they had supported themselves throughout history, with their own livestock and their own produce.

By now, Mr. Burke gave the appearance of fatigue, and I knew that the day must have been exhausting for him. I did not try him further in family matters or the question of his beautiful daughter’s affections. Instead I sent him to bed early, with a warning that the hackney was to come at nine o’clock, so that we might get back to Yeovil in time for the London train.

Next morning I rose at six o’clock, prepared myself for the day, and set out on a walk to the places we had visited the day before. They were but a mile distant and it had dawned a beautiful morning. As I strode down the lane to Mr. Burke’s childhood home, I saw that a good hansom cab had drawn up outside—an unusual sight, I surmised, in that countryside. Concealing myself behind a tree, I watched, and soon I saw Miss Gambon appear, dressed for town. She carried a small case, such as people use for documents; this was a person bound on business. Harris, the surly manservant, helped her to ascend, and then he climbed to the box beside the driver, and the cab went up the lane and took the road for Bristol. I thought it unusual that a lady so old should take a journey so elaborate so early in the day.
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In this pretty corner of England’s West Country, Charles O’Brien was thrust into confusion. He had believed that his beloved’s father had been taken from Tipperary Castle as an infant. According to the story Mr. O’Brien heard Oscar Wilde tell in Paris, the mother had previously vanished mysteriously, in the company of a strange woman who showed up unannounced.

The grief-stricken father, Terence Burke the First, so to speak, had searched high and low for her but never found her; she had vanished. Oscar Wilde had met her when she was at the height of her dazzling career.

Now Charles was confronted with an entirely different tale—of a child born at sea, and of a secretive old woman who obviously told lies (“I never leave the house anymore”).

Victorian literature and theater abound in such intrigue over inheritance. Even now, disputes over land ownership and testatory challenges break out in Irish courts all the time: “Where there’s a will,” they say, “there’s a lawsuit.”

Essentially, Mr. O’Brien found himself in the center of such a plot. Even though he never says so, how could he not have speculated many times as to why Terence Burke—and especially Terence Burke’s spirited daughter—never bothered to pursue such a potentially huge inheritance in Ireland? Whether they admit to it, many of the English have long had a romantic love affair with Ireland. To them it was always a land of castles and charm, of horses and great drinking feats, of misty hills and dreams.

It’s possible that the Burkes, father and daughter, suspended the romance because they feared the circumstances, and then simply did not let on to Charles O’Brien. To claim an Irish estate at a time of such turbulence over land might have struck the gentle Mr. Burke as, to say the least, risky. Nor would his daughter, who cared for him deeply, have wanted her father to feel stress of any kind—especially if it had been generated by somebody she had already dismissed as an insanitary and unreliable ass.
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My journey back to London in Mr. Burke’s company had the pleasantness of friends accustomed to traveling with each other. When we had seated ourselves in the train, he thanked me for this excursion into his past.

“I have been greatly moved by it,” he said. “My daughter shall know how this has added to my life.”

Upon this he fell silent, and we both contemplated the passing countryside.

The orderly hedgerows and green leafy richness, though not as wild and inspiring as those in my beloved native land, soothed my eye and encouraged my reflection. How could I reconcile the two opposing stories of Mr. Terence Burke’s origins? Where and how had he been born? In a safe confinement bed within that beautiful house in Tipperary or tossed in a schooner’s bunks upon the notorious Bay of Biscay? Who was his mother, and what had become of her? Had she gone on to achieve fame through her beauty and acting brilliance or does she lie “full fathom five” in a watery grave off the rocky coasts of Europe? Was my judgment of the old woman accurate? I found her furtive and uneasy. How would all of this affect the possible advancement of my affections with my heart’s desire? I dreaded that she might blame me for having stirred up an intrigue within her steady life.

Thus did my thoughts grow morbid. As to the general oddity of the thing, I felt not at all dismayed. Such tales seem ordinary to me; I had long heard stories of family mystery within my parents’ home, and on my travels it seemed the very fodder upon which people feasted—a mainstay of table conversation.

For example, I recollected that in the town of Roscommon, they celebrate a notorious woman, by name Lady Betty. According to the legend, when she was a young wife, her husband died, leaving her with an infant son. They eked out a dreadful existence until the boy reached the age of fourteen, when he emigrated, promising to send his mother money from the New World. She never heard from him again, and she continued in disappointment and havoc, dwelling in an abandoned hovel with rags for her bed.

One winter night, as the story goes, a handsome and wealthy young stranger called and asked for a roof under which to stay out of the rain and cold. While he slept, Lady Betty killed him for his money. In his pockets, she discovered papers that informed her she had murdered her own son—who had come back rich and successful to salvage his mother.

Lady Betty screamed her sorrow up and down the streets of the town, and she was sentenced to hang. But the hangman took ill; and, as several hangings had been arranged for that day, Lady Betty volunteered to become the executioner in exchange for her own reprieve. So effective did she prove that she gained a salary from the King and apartments in the jail.

Across such lowering topics did my thoughts flow as we steamed through the pretty English countryside on that sunny day. The prospect of meeting Mr. Burke’s beautiful daughter, the permanent resident of all my thoughts for almost four years now, did not cheer me as it should have done. I knew of a certainty that she must greatly disapprove of her father being taken through such a tiring experience without her foreknowledge.

When we reached Mr. Burke’s home in Westminster, nobody was there; the maid, Mary from Cork, had her afternoon of liberty, and we sat, pleased to rid ourselves of our weariness. Mr. Burke provided a bottle of Madeira and we set to it, and thereby did I forgo my pledge to myself that I would not imbibe strong drink in this important adventure. But one glass always requires a supporter, notoriously so with delicious Madeira.

Cried Mr. Burke, “A bird never flew on one wing.”

“But sir, my old tutor, my dear Buckley—he used to say those very words.”

“A good tutor, an excellent tutor!”

Soon, Mr. Burke went to fetch the next bottle of the sweet beauty. He survived a little mishap (I heard the noise of furniture being accosted) and returned triumphant. Between us, we managed to extract a difficult and recalcitrant cork; we filled each other’s glasses to the brim and drank yet another toast to “New Friends”—and, I added, “To Great Estates.”

Mr. Burke sat back in his chair in a manner of great comfort and said, “I should like to sing to you.”

I applauded.

He said, “I shall sing ‘Greensleeves.’ Do you know that it was written by King Henry the Eighth?”

I marveled, and he began.

“ ‘Alas, my love, you do me wrong—’ ” There he halted abruptly, saying, “I have forgot the tune.” His eyes were droopy.

I said, “Sir, would you like to sleep awhile?”

He laughed, saying, “My dear friend”—and my heart soared; I had won his approval.

“Permit me to sing you a lullaby,” I said, at which he took my hand in a most touching manner and held it as a child might. I knelt beside his chair, and began to sing; and I have a good voice—of that I am certain, on account of the many compliments that I have received. Indeed, he found my lullaby affecting, for soon Mr. Burke began to snore, and Madeira, I know from my father’s life, produces loud snoring.

At that, somebody must have opened the door from the street, because some instinct made me look up. There I saw Miss Burke standing in her own parlor, gazing at me, as I knelt beside her father’s chair, holding and stroking his hand and singing a lullaby to him in the Irish language (I had learned it of Cally) while her father snored with his head back and his mouth open. Two empty bottles that had lately contained Madeira stood nearby.

It became an ugly circumstance. Notwithstanding my fine clothing, and the efforts I had made to make myself look a gentleman, she continued to see me as the “lout” (her word) whom she had last encountered on the streets in Paris. I tried to explain, but she would have none of it.

“Your father and I have been to his childhood home,” I said. “He has been much enjoying—”

“What?!” She was capable of such explosion as I had not seen in my placid household. “My father is not permitted to travel. And you have led him to drink—and drink can prove fatal to his health!”

“But he has enjoyed—”

She all but shouted. “What?! ‘Enjoying’? ‘Enjoyed’? Is ‘enjoy’ the main word in your lexicon, sir?!”

Her father did not cease snoring, even though voices had become raised.

“You lout! You—you scandal! Leave this house now.”

In the interest of order and calm I moved very quickly to quit that room and house. On the street outside I continued my hectic pace until I had traveled some distance. Then I paused, and found a bench with a view upon the river, where I reflected upon the latest great misunderstanding.

I admit that I began to shed tears. It all seemed so unfortunate, and my case seemed so futile. Not for one moment had this young woman, who seemed even more beautiful than in Paris, and with a new poise, I thought—not for one moment had she allowed any judgment of me other than the forms she had already settled in her mind.

For a time, all other thoughts departed my mind as I contemplated my own condition. There I sat, at forty-four years of age, a time when other men have maturing and loving children—and some even close to grandchildren—and I had surrendered my life to a dream of love that would never reach fulfillment. I had money in the bank, because I had saved prudently, and because I had a generous father; across the land of Ireland, people knew and liked me, even loved me; I did not frighten children, offend ladies, or cause distress to clergymen; even now, I remained as diligent to my parents as when I had wanted to please them as eagerly as any small child; my knowledge of diverse and useful matters was wide and copious; I was instructed in art and science, in poetry and healing; important people knew my name and found pleasure in my company.

And yet this young woman of twenty-two years could not find it in herself to look at me beyond her own prejudice of me.

Perhaps, I thought, I carry a mark on my forehead. Perhaps some wrinkle of my complexion, like a hidden sign, says to the world, “Here is a man to be kicked. He will not retribute.” Perhaps my anointed function in the world chose me to be a butt to some people, in order that they might express unpleasantness safely upon somebody who could be trusted not to damage them in return. If so, that is a useful purpose to them, and I must bear it.
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As he always did when distressed, Charles went straight to his parents’ house—to unexpected developments.

His mother’s letters and journals, not known to her son, and never read by him, became available in 2003. She recorded his arrival, how the family gathered around him to hear what had happened, and to commiserate. Her papers also reveal what happened next. First, she received a letter.



Dear Mrs. O’Brien,

I am given to understand by mutual friends that you are the mother of one Charles O’Brien, who lately visited my father in London and took him upon an excursion to the county of Somerset.

It would prove of inestimable value to me should you provide me with a means of reaching your son. I should also feel most grateful were you to provide me with the name of a lawyer in Ireland whom you recommend without qualification.



Yours Faithfully and in hope,

April Burke.



Amelia O’Brien couched her reply in terms meant to smoke out April Burke’s intentions and yet offer no clue that she knew anything of the young woman.



Dear Madam,

Forgive my impersonal greeting, but I am unaware from your manner of signature whether to address a married lady or not.

If you will tell me some reason for your needing to reach my son, Charles, I shall be happy to pass on any communication. He leads a busy life, he is much in demand, and at his request all correspondence will pass through his father or myself. May I also ask the names of the “mutual friends” whom you mention?

As to the unqualified recommendation of a lawyer, I fear that my husband, who addresses these matters, refuses to believe that such a creature exists as a lawyer whom he or anybody feels he can “recommend without qualification.” He also asks me to state that before giving a name he must “take the cloth to the tailor”— meaning that the nature of the legal business must guide the recommendation.



Yours Faithfully,

Amelia O’Brien.



The letter contains a number of slap-downs—the failure of April Burke to identify her single status (a matter of manners and breeding) and a certain bridling at the younger woman’s importuning a total stranger. Nevertheless, within days came an answer.



Dear Mrs. O’Brien,

Thank you for the favor of your prompt reply. Your name was given to me by the Countess of Athlone, with whom I believe you are well acquainted, and she gave me a most warm opinion of you.

As to the body of my letter, I fear that I put the cart before the horse, as the expression goes. Your son has directed me to my possible ownership in an Irish estate of which he has knowledge, and I required further details from him. Then, in order to pursue such a claim, if indeed it should exist, I reasoned that I must need an Irish solicitor versed in land matters.

My gratitude to you bears repetition.



Yours Faithfully,

April Burke (Miss).



Amelia O’Brien wrote back (in her superb copperplate handwriting) and recommended her husband’s legal firm in Limerick—Stokes and Somerville, on Catherine Street. In subsequent exchanges of correspondence back and forth, for six weeks, travel arrangements were made that would bring April Burke to Ireland and have Charles O’Brien show her the house in Tipperary. She arrived at the O’Brien household on the afternoon of Saturday, 1 October 1904, accompanied by Mary, the maid from Cork. Here is Amelia O’Brien’s journal entry describing the occasion:



It is late; the night outside is beautiful. We are still warm with the summer. And we have had such times. If a day can be so crammed with new matter as to last a hundred hours, this was such a day. Charles came home last Wednesday. He has grown thin, and I do not like that. I fear that this unrequited love he suffers has now begun to hurt his body as well as his soul.

Bernard took him riding to Kilshane, whose wood Charles so loves. They had a long talk. Bernard reports that Charles seems almost unable to contain his excitement at the prospect of this young woman staying under our roof. Is my son too boyish, too unformed, for a man his age?

She arrived, this Miss Burke, this afternoon. I mean to gather my thoughts here so that I may try to understand her. But I have been much disposed to a strong dislike of her on account of her view of Charles. And her behavior toward him. Also, if she has not the acuteness of mind to perceive my son’s innate goodness and innocence, I should not wish him to throw his life away on a hope of her.

I did not like the nearly peremptory tone of her letters to me. And I thought the freedom which she felt to approach me had in it something of the “user.”

So it was that I expected to meet a conniving young woman. Careless of the feelings of others. Willing and prepared to make use of those whom she had but lately injured. Not at all a prospect to be cherished.

And I fear to say that I found a conniving and icy young woman. With little heart and no interest at all in my dear son—except, I fear, as to how she may use him in her own interests. In my life I cannot remember a time when I have taken so against another woman. She glanced this way and that, assessing us and not finding us wanting. But rather she conveyed surprise that we did not live in some mud hut like savages on the Equator.

My Bernard has charms beyond most men, and he failed to touch her. She did not smile at his sallies, she did not laugh at his jokes. (I, who have heard them many, many times, can still be prostrated by them.) Perhaps worst of all, she gave no impression that she might find the company of any of us to have value in any wise. This is a dreary and cunning young woman. Of great beauty, I grant, but I should not choose her company were she and I alone in a boat at sea.

Her first impression is of some money in her family system. How that can be I cannot know. Bernard says that she hired her car and driver well, with good horses, from an excellent livery in County Cork. That she has manners goes beyond doubt. But I fear that they may be trained manners, rather than the grace that comes from within. She behaved elegantly toward me, and false-prettily toward Charles—whose face whitened with strong feeling as he greeted her.

Bernard and I had made an understanding that Charles must introduce her to us. All morning he fretted, pacing upon the terrace, asking over and over how long the drive from Cork must take. Of Euclid, Miss Burke made no show. A mistake, I think; can she not know of Charles’s fond affections for his brother? He judges people by their expression of regard for Euclid.

My impression of her has not yet been a good one. She presents herself as if in expectation of the world’s unquestioning appreciation of her beauty. Forthright and confident in her views. Very sure that her beauty will open all doors.

Charles stumbled and hesitated in her presence. I watched closely. She took less and less regard of him, except what courtesy demanded. I am glad to say that his manners showed him to be a gentleman. I had feared that he might have crumbled. But he behaved so beautifully that I wonder how many men of such manners and gentleness does she meet that she can afford to spurn him?

Bernard and Charles showed her our gardens, our horses and cattle, and our beloved wood. Bernard reports that she talked amiably but showed little interest in the creatures or in the wood’s eccentric growths or their history. She came back to the terrace and sat for tea. And she accepted our sensible invitation to stay the night. Charles has undertaken to show her the disputed property over at Tipperary Castle. They will go there tomorrow.

When Miss Burke had repaired upstairs to change for dinner, Charles naturally and with heartbreaking eagerness asked Bernard and me if we liked her. As we had had no opportunity to confer, we retreated a little. In such circumstances, Bernard always believes it best to tell what he calls “the truth of the moment.” He said, “She is such a beauty.” I said, “I will make up my mind about her when we have had dinner. And I will give you my candid opinion.”

Charles then turned to Euclid, who said something I believe to be unfortunate.

“She’ll change,” Euclid said. “She’ll learn to love you.”

Oh, dear me! If we had any means left by which we might encourage Charles to extricate himself, we lost them at that moment.

At dinner tonight we were five. I had decided not to invite friends or neighbors until we had seen her further. She has excellent table manners. I would expect no less from a young woman who has worked for our Embassy in Paris. Bernard told a story I have heard many times (about a man who caught a fox, a rambling and funny story). Euclid told about electricity and what he had learned about it. Charles said little but for an occasional remark. The young Miss Burke looked at each speaker in turn as if calculating them in some way, assessing them.

Then came a moment which caused me to understand my son’s infatuation. He must have seen something of this side to the girl somewhere. She spoke of her father, not in extravagant terms or in a surfeit of any emotion—but she spoke of him more tenderly than I ever spoke of my father, fine man though he was. Or than I have ever spoken of my adored Bernard and my two sons.

It was not so much the words of her speech. It was the light that she gave to us. Her face changed and lost some of its watchfulness. At least I call it that—I hope that it’s not out-right cunning, barely concealed. She could not hide her feelings for her father. From Charles’s reports, Mr. Burke has much to recommend him.

“I would do anything for Papa” was her concluding remark. And, perhaps in the same mode of kindness, she turned to Charles and said, “That was a great gift you gave him, that journey to his childhood home.” But Charles had told me she had cast him down for making the journey. Does this young woman have two faces? And perhaps more?

A worse question is: Have I deprived my darling son in some way? Did I withhold praise and approval from him? So much that he now inhales any approbatory remark as a dog takes a bone? When he had acknowledged her remark with a smile and a murmur, her earlier self returned. We saw again the cold and deliberate young woman whom I disliked at sight.

Tonight I go to bed with a heavy heart. My son loves a girl who will not judge him well. Who will not see that he is a fine and darling man. If he does win her, she will ruin him with her coldness and her calculations. If he does not win her, he will lead a lonely life. What am I to say to him in the morning? Shall I keep my counsel until she has left? And I hope that will occur soon.
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In September of that year, 1904, it became known to me that new events would soon unfold and that they would join my life, at least in one form, to that of Miss Burke. For reasons of discretion and privacy I cannot disclose what transpired; suffice it to say that, owing to kind intermediaries, in particular the Countess of A——, some letters passed between my mother and my beloved. On a certain Wednesday, I was in the town of Kilkenny when a railway porter came to me with a letter from my mother (my parents always know where I am to be found in any week), saying that I must return home immediately, that Miss April Burke was “about to present herself.”

As I galloped back through the gold light of evening, my mind raced; the “why” and the “how so” and the “wherefore” and the “which” and the “what” echoed like bells—and like bells they offered little beyond their exciting voices. Did she come to threaten me? Mother’s letter said she was to visit “as a result of some correspondence”; was this some complaint that she meant to bring? As I always go to the foolish extremes of every thought, I naturally said to myself next, “Perhaps she has found that she loves me, that her father spoke well of me, and that she means to apologize, to say that she misunderstood me.”

When I reached home, Mother told me that the letters gave ample direction as to the reasons for this astounding turn of matters, and on condition that I do not disclose them, she showed me. My heart leaped further as I read them—she meant to pursue the ownership of Tipperary Castle! If successful, would she live near us? I kept myself in check; disappointment has too long been such a companion to me that I knew I must not raise my hopes.

On my return from the mixed adventure that I had known in England, I had resumed my works. I healed a child in County Wicklow who suffered from sore eyes (bathing with day-old cold tea); and I spoke to men who planned political revolution and wished all our land matters, now significantly resolved, put behind them, so that a freedom and a self-government of the people and for the people could be determined.

One of these, a Dublin man of a few years more than thirty, by name of Arthur Griffith, told me that he would presently found a new political movement whose name would, he said, “echo in every home and in every heart.” I spoke to Mr. Griffith in his newspaper offices in Dublin, and afterward I wrote about him as follows:



He seems to maintain a balance of fierce and wise, of astute and idealistic. Of his Irish patriotism, he has no doubt; and his greater sarcasm has been reserved, he told me, for those who deem him “British,” because Griffith, his ancestral name, is Welsh and not Irish. With his eyes aflame he said, “To paraphrase that diminutive Englishman, the Duke of Wellington—if my forefather was born in a stable, does that make me a horse?” He gave me the name of his new political movement, Sinn Fein, meaning “We Ourselves,” and he declared as its aim the restoration of Ireland as a separate condition of statehood under the British monarchy. He would abolish the Act of Union of 1800, and in this way he believed that Time would present Ireland, after years of peaceful self-determination under the Crown, with a pathway towards total self-government.



I received much praise for this contribution, and I must confess that when I heard who was to be a guest under our roof, I contrived to leave a copy of the newspaper in her room, open at that very page.

Came the day she arrived. Of the Five Senses with which we are blessed, I cannot for certain say that one took precedence over another on that exquisite morning; Sight and Hearing flamed into life and remained in full bloom from the moment I opened my eyes (which was at six o’clock, almost before the sun); Smell and Touch followed hard behind; and as to Taste, I should have thought I had been eating raw board, so dry did my mouth feel.

Never did I shave with such precision. (I resist a beard, as I do not wish to be a creature whose fashion is led by the King’s style—too many young men affect the royal shape of beard.) Nor have I ever chosen linen and outerwear with such hesitancy, such indecision. Evidently I made some good choices, because when I came down for breakfast Mother said I looked “dashing” and Father said that he hoped this girl had “a pair of eyes in her head.” Euclid asked, “Charles, why am I not as handsome as you?”

It is my blessing to have so loving a family.

I was standing on the terrace, looking south to the mountains, when I saw her car arrive. From the stiffness of her posture I could tell that she has had little practice of traveling in sidecars, and I was there to receive her hand when she stepped down—the first time, believe it or not, that I had touched her, and I felt a blade of thrill shiver up along my arm. She greeted me warmly (though eschewing the use of my name—she said neither “Mr. O’Brien” nor “Charles”), and I led her forward to meet my family.

From that point the day seemed to dissolve into a kind of glow, and I am tested to recall its particulars. She sparkled among us like a wonderful stream—she gave us so much of her spirit with warmth and friendliness, and she turned to me with a doe’s eyes, and she deferred to me, and she charmed Euclid and flattered him, and my father lost his heart to her and Mother smiled and smiled.

We walked with her through the gardens and the wood, and she liked everything so much and was so attentive to my old tales of my tutors that I could imagine her having been here with me in those past days—and I knew that I could eagerly share all this with her now and forever.

Then we saw the horses with their glossy strength, and the cows with their wrinkled brows, and then we repaired to the terrace for tea. I can bring to mind little of what was said. The sun shone and this young woman, the queen of my soul, sat with me, here, amid my family, at my home, listening and speaking and looking as beautiful as a dream.

Mother invited her to stay with us for at least one night; we all concluded that she must be too fatigued to ride over to Tipperary Castle that evening, and that perhaps tomorrow morning would prove more appropriate. When she agreed, Mother accompanied her upstairs, Father had to reach the yard before milking began (some errand or other), and Euclid went to take his daytime rest, which he needs if he is to enjoy dinner.

For my part I walked through the wood, and I confess that I talked to the trees. I felt like singing, but I knew that the peculiar corridors between the growths permitted sound to carry to the house and I feared that I might disturb that beloved girl who, even now, was resting beneath the roof under which I was born.

In time, in blurred and happy time, I too went indoors and changed for dinner, and there passed as pleasing a meal as I have ever known under that or any other roof. April sparkled again, and she asked many questions—about land and ownership nearby, about neighbors, about the safety of circumstances.

Father, bless him, assured her that were she to enter our society, she would come in as our friend, and therefore would have all the protection of our society, which, as he put it, “goes from the lowest to the highest and back down again.” When he added, “And the lower you go, the safer you’ll be,” she looked alarmed—until we all laughed, and she seemed relieved and joined in the laughter.

She inquired as to other landowning neighbors. Father gave her a verbal tour of our district, and he named many names. Of each one she asked questions, and she seemed in danger of tiring herself, until I stepped in, as it were, and advised her that were she to get the legal proceedings under way, I should make it my business to introduce her to all these people—and my parents began to name the names, such as Lord and Lady Cashel, Lord and Lady Knockavilla, the Countess of Dundrum, Lord and Lady Fermoy, the Honorable Mrs. Prendergast, and, of course, Lady Mollie Carew.

“To name but a few,” I said, and received a smile of great beauty.
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This moment in Charles O’Brien’s narrative is very telling socially. It’s important to keep bearing in mind that the O’Briens were, in part, Irish Catholics, of longstanding native stock. Their tribe went back to the days of pagan Ireland, before the arrival of Saint Patrick in 432, before the birth of Christ and the beginning of A.D. (or “C.E.,” as we must now call it). Therefore, Charles, and his father, and the family belonged among the dispossessed—in theory.

In practice, however, those Irish families who survived wave after ghastly wave of genocidal plantation discovered that they had created, in effect, a different—and very superior—class. On the one hand they bore none of the colonists’ taints and stains. On the other hand, no aroma of victimhood clung to them, no self-pity.

These were the true Irish aristocrats, the families who went back more than two thousand years. And perhaps even beyond that. If they said that their ancestors caught the very seeds the birds dropped to fertilize the new loam thrown up by the melting tides of the last ice age, who could contradict them?

Such families had the respect of their Anglo-Irish new neighbors— many of whom wished fervently for such a long pedigree. And they had the respect too, though tinged with envy, of their fellow Irish, who were forced to the roads or the emigrant ships. Thus, they could easily name as neighbors—and indeed claim as friends—that list of lords and ladies, countesses, marquesses, and honorables.

By mentioning such names to April Burke, the O’Briens—both Bernard and Amelia—showed shrewdness and delicacy. In choosing to evoke titled families, they made her comfortable, and paid her a compliment. They naturally expected that she knew how to mix with such people. At the same time, had they sought to advance the romantic suit of their son, they were demonstrating to Miss Burke how they lived.

The general account of April Burke’s first day in the O’Brien house and the very different reports of Amelia and her son bring up another curiosity. Nothing seems to have been mentioned of April’s grandmother, the allegedly celebrated actress—“April the First,” as Oscar Wilde called her.

Given a man as steeped in knowledge of his countryside as Bernard O’Brien, it would have seemed natural and to be expected had Miss Burke plied him with questions. If she did, we have no reports of it; nor do we have any record or evidence that she asked many questions about Tipperary Castle.

Why not? Did she have something to fear? On the face of things, no. Surely she needed as much information as she could get about her possible inheritance? In fact, it can be fairly well assumed, judging from the next and vital passages from both Charles’s and Amelia’s records, that Miss Burke, on her first night at Ardobreen, never mentioned the possible origins of her interest.

The matter had proceeded as follows: Charles journeyed to the west of England in June 1904. And Miss Burke wrote to Amelia O’Brien six or seven weeks later. In that period she evidently decided—which she had not done since November 1900—that Tipperary Castle and its estate warranted a look serious enough to make a visit; and to spend a potentially embarrassing time in the family home of a man to whom she had at best been dismissive.

All the impressions of her at this stage suggest a young woman who never did anything spontaneously. Amelia O’Brien discusses her in strong terms—“conniving” and “icy” and, almost expletively from such a woman, “cunning.” Depending on only the O’Brien observations, we can therefore assume that April Burke knew what she was doing when she decided to travel to Ireland.

In her terms she was going to darkest Africa. She had grown up with daily reports of murders and other outrages out of Ireland. In London her only contact with the Irish would have been at the servant level, with beggars in the streets, or perhaps with an occasional Irish lord or lady.

It’s perfectly feasible that until she met Oscar Wilde she had never encountered a cultivated Irishman. She failed to see past Charles’s rather careless facade to the honest and earnest man beneath—who was now about to show her a magnificent possibility. Have two people ever had such different intentions on a Sunday morning outing?
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I did not sleep that night. She lay mere yards away from my room, along the west corridor of our house. The moon rose late, and I sat at the window looking out at the garden and the wood. With foreknowledge of the boards that creak, I stepped out and walked to her door. For a long moment I stood there and my mind reared under many lashes; I pressed both hands to my face, seeking composure.

The catch on that lock has some indifference to it, and I knew she would not be certain that she had closed her door. I pushed gently, and the door opened back. From inside I could hear deep breathing and almost a hint of snoring; and from the room in general came a faint and sweet perfume that I shall ever associate with her.

I stepped into the doorway; she had drawn all curtains tightly closed—no moonbeam would gain that room. Along with the perfume I caught the smell of the candle that she had recently doused. From the moonlight of the corridor I could see that the newspaper I had left for her to read (with my disquisition on Mr. Griffith) had a valise sitting upon it. No doubt she intended to read it upon the morning.

Then I caught my breath. Here I stood, a man in a lady’s room without her invitation or permission! I retreated immediately, ashamed that I should have advanced so far. As I closed the door tenderly, I knew that she had not stirred, and therefore my little visit had passed unobserved.
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April rode well. We gave her Nonie, a nine-year-old mare who had thrown one foal and was therefore inclined to be placid. As I watched the horses being readied in the yard, Father appeared. Mother walked with him and they had deep conversation, both looking at the ground; I doubt not that they discussed this remarkable young woman and her suitability for their son. When they saw me, Mother waved a warm hand, said something to my father, and returned to the house; she fills her life with work. Father came over and asked how prepared were the horses. When he discovered that some minutes remained before both should be watered and saddled, he said, “I want to look at something in the garden.”

Ours is a walled garden, of warm red brick; few places that I have known give such secluded peace. There is a ruined abbey chancel in County Longford where the sun on a winter’s day may be as hot as summer, so warm are the walls, so secure the shelter. In south Galway, I know of a graveyard where the western wall of an old family vault has a kind of pocket in it, which keeps out all wind, and when the sun beams directly into that spot, it becomes a Mediterranean place. Of Glengariff, nothing need be said other than it grows tropical palms.

Likewise Ardobreen’s walled garden, which runs down to the little Multeen River, and that morning the warmth of the Indian summer had accumulated and heated the old red walls.

“I have been trying to grow globe artichokes,” said my father, and I followed him to a patch half-covered with panes of glass resting upon some stakes.

He picked a sphere off the matured plant and caressed it; Father breathes slowly through his nose when he is contemplating, as he did now.

“Now, why did I grow these rough old green things?” he mused. “Maybe I just wanted the feel of a baby’s head about the place,” he said. “Maybe I just wanted to remember what you were like as a little baby. Boys-oh-dear, and how I would have done anything in the world to keep harm from falling on that little head.”

He handed me the globe artichoke. “Feel that.”

I ran my hands over the leaves and marveled that he had achieved a crop; we get much rain and unsteady temperatures.

“You know, ’tisn’t often we grow things we want to protect,” he said. “And look at this thing. I grew it to eat it. I suppose someone’s always around to eat what you grow. Whether you want to protect them or no.”

His voice cracked a little, and I looked and saw that he had tears in his eyes and on his cheeks. It was my instinct to say that he felt too much moved by a vegetable; therefore I said nothing.

“Ride slowly today,” he said. “Stay on the level, don’t bother jumping any fences; she’s not knowledgeable of our Irish ways.”

He stayed in the garden and I returned to the yard, where the horses, pleased with each other’s company, were now prancing a little. I mounted faithful Della and led Nonie behind me to the terrace, where already April waited with Mother. Euclid had found a gap of sunshine and lay on a chaise, the early beams falling across his face. He waved us off.
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Of all the days in the week, Sunday is the most tranquil in that countryside. Their ride can be traced. From the front of the house, they rode to the top of the avenue, which then slopes sharply down. Captain Ferguson’s exotic wood stands to the west, open paddocks and pastures to the east. The slope lasts about two hundred yards, and at the bottom a white gate now stretches across the property. Inside the hedge to their right, they would have found a well lined with pewter-colored stone, and brimming with water.

Then they began a gentle climb to the main road—and from here anybody hiding in the trees of the castle could watch them all the way.
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As I have stated before, from the lower end of our avenue, we see the peaks of Tipperary Castle and the battlements and the two small square turrets; we see the giant trees, the beeches and oaks, their bushy heads inclining toward the beauty of the house like eager men toward a lady in a salon. At the moment it all came in view April and I were riding alongside; through lack of practice, she had been keeping her eyes on the ground, as do many unaccustomed riders.

“Raise your eyes,” I said. “There is your inheritance.”

We reined in at the same time and gazed at the great house. She looked and looked but said nothing.

“Is it in any way familiar?” I asked.

She waited before answering, then said, “Only in dreams.” I had difficulty making out the words, so softly did she speak. “Nothing prepared me for this,” she said, again in a low voice.

We sat for some time and she looked all around; I believed her utterly pleased at what she saw—and I asked her as much.

“Pleased indeed,” she said, and repeated it. “Pleased indeed.”

“And you have seen but a fraction,” I told her, and we nudged our horses forward.

We trotted along the roadway for about half a mile and then I changed our direction; we passed through an open gate, rode to a wide gap in the long hedges of hawthorn, now thick with hanging knots of gleaming red berries, and began the long sloping ascent to the house. Our view of the estate improved with each yard we took. We splashed across a bright stream.

I said, “You are now on the estate itself. This is where the acreage begins.”

Ahead of us, birds rose screeching from thickets.

“How far does it stretch?” she asked.

“Almost to the mountains.”

I decided that we should climb to the old lawns that sat almost level with the south side of the roof. Nobody had ridden this path for some time, and we forced our way past some brambles and briars. In the distance rose the high walls of the main building; the bright light of the morning made the cut stone seem more tailored than ever.

April looked at everything: the sealed windows and their sleek, pointed architraves; the great door that had resisted so many attacks; the manicured cornices and peaks. We turned our horses up one last, steep path and there we stood, with all to be viewed.

The estate is wider than it is long and stretches mostly south and east.

“Four thousand acres?” She repeated my answer to a question that she had asked. “How shall we find out exactly?”

“The authorities keep a land registry,” I said. “The council in Clonmel or Tipperary town—whose spires you can see off there in the distance.”

With gestures I showed her the extent of the estate, as I believed it to be—south, southeast, and east of where we sat, until we had turned about in our saddles and faced toward Cashel, where I showed her the medieval buildings on the great Rock five miles distant. Her level eyes observed all; her cool manner took in everything; I saw as yet no excited response.

“And you have not seen the prettiest part,” I said.

We rode down from the old lawns to the northern terraces, where grass abounded between and over the wide paving stones. When we had cleared the corner of the building I said, “Now look.”

Beneath us lay the lake and the bridge that crossed the little river. So thoughtful had been the placing of the trees and the shrubberies that the estate’s shape had remained firm down through the decades of disuse. At this distance, everything seemed normal—the shrubs had blossomed and the trees still carried a great abundance of leaf, now golden and ocher in the fall of the year. All growth seemed to lean toward the house and protect it, and I pointed out to April how the plantings had been so arranged as to give shelter from the northerly and easterly winds. She made no comment. Instead, she eyed some cattle browsing by the water’s edge.

“Who owns those creatures?”

“I suppose some neighbors have taken the liberty of using the land. This estate has not been in working ownership since—well, since whatever happened,” I reminded her. “Mr. Wilde’s story.”

“So they graze the land free?”

I said that I supposed they did, yes.

“Hmm.” She sounded determined. Then she sat back and viewed the house. “The roof seems sound.”

“I believe it will need some work,” I said, and I pointed out some damage to an expanse of slates.

“Is it possible that we can get inside?”

April dismounted (without my help), and we walked to the front of the building on the south side. The great door, I knew, had iron bars and daunting locks on the inside. I looked here, I looked there, but no entry could I find.

“We seem blocked,” she said.

I took this as a test of my resolve and I stood back and surveyed.

“What are you doing?”

I said, “Mapping the building. Let me judge which rooms sit where.”

The most recent addition to the building began down to our left, on the southwestern side, and seemed almost a building unto itself. I knew that this must be the theater, and I remembered that, almost four years earlier, when I had first scrutinized this place, I’d believed that I had found it.

“Down here,” I said. “We may be lucky. In a few minutes, begin to call out.”

I climbed a tree near the theater’s roof and looked down upon a flat surface. In the center two iron arms poked up, as of a ladder. I was able to step from the tree’s strong branch onto the flat roof—and I found that it was, indeed, an iron ladder that led down to a doorway recess below the surface to the roof. The ladder seemed strong enough to hold me, and I came down to the door—which had no lock. Inside, further ladders, which I felt but never saw, led me down to a wider place; all was pitch-black.

On a firm floor I reached out a hand and touched velvet; I felt that I must have penetrated the theater itself—and it proved to be a seat, on the edge of an aisle. Yet my eyes picked out no shapes; I still could see nothing, but my hands found a wall and I edged along it until I came to a curtain. This cloaked a doorway—but it yielded not at all. On and on I went, around each wall, until I reached a point where I could hear April hallooing. At another curtain here, the door behind it opened easily, and now I had more than a glimmer of light. It came from a stained-glass panel in the ceiling, and I discovered that I stood in the hallway of the theater. Ahead of me stood the door, which was barred from the inside— but the bars had no locks securing them. When I opened the door the sunlight flooded in.

April came running to my shout and we opened all the other theater doors. Within moments we had a full view of the auditorium, on whose stage her own grandfather—if the legend was accurate—had died of apoplexy.

The world may boast greater theaters, but it has few as lovely. That velvet which I had touched had been made of a turquoise color, trimmed with a gold braid; and the seats in their neat and almost intimate rows— we counted that the auditorium accommodated one hundred—had been made of a gentler hue, almost the blue of a duck’s egg, which excellently complemented the curtains and the other trim. Tiepolo himself, I reflected, might have painted the ceiling; it billowed with his soft blues and whites, and I subsequently learned that the painter, an Italian by name of Rampalli, had been commissioned to paint it after the fashion of Tiepolo.

We could not yet see the stage. The curtains, of gold with the same turquoise braided trim, had been drawn closed. Securing the curtains, in the very center, hung an aged object—and closer examination disclosed a long-dead funeral wreath. A card pinned to it said, simply, “Terence Burke Requiescat in Pace.”

Upon this discovery I called April over.

“Look. Perhaps some of the legend is true,” I said.

She said nothing but stared a long time at the remains of the wreath; and she turned the card with its black borders over and over in her hand. Then she asked, “Do you think it possible to enter the house?”

We tried and tried again. Two passages led from the theater, but each one ended at a door that had been secured from the other side, and no amount of tugging and heaving would take us through. When we finally ceased we returned to the theater and inspected every part of it.

It had been excellently appointed, and the stage and auditorium had been raked to perfect angles. I found the winches that operated the curtains, and now we could see how it was meant to be when a play was being staged. No scenery could we find, not a painted fly, not a sculpted backdrop of “pillars” or “columns,” and we made our way backstage.

Here we found three large rooms, marked, “Green Room,” “Ladies’ Dressing-Room,” and “Gentlemen’s Dressing-Room,” and two smaller rooms. The first of these said, “Principal Actor”—and the second said, “Mrs. Burke.” We stood in front of this and I thought of Mr. Wilde and his description; I can still recall the words: “She had a long nose, not so retroussé as yours, not so tip-tilted, and with not the same curve at the end of the nostrils. Her lips had some but not all of your voluptuousness. And she had your smile, a wonderful, curving slice of joy.”

“The case,” I murmured, “seems incontrovertible.”

She simply nodded; not a word did she say. Instead she opened the door of the dressing-room that only her grandmother would ever have used or entered. It was dark but surprisingly free of any musty odor. When I pressed the door to its widest we saw that some candles still sat in their sconces, and I lit them; to my surprise, the wicks took.

This dressing-room had been furnished for an empress. A great looking-glass dominated one wall from the ceiling to the floor, and it had an answer from another large glass over the dressing-table across the room. I doubted that the room had ever been used; no brushes, combs, or other grooming implements stood on the dressing-table, no wig on the wooden block. But in a corner I saw some objects resting on a great chair, and I took hold of them—a lady’s heavy green gown; a long and generally decorative green brocade coat with cream lapels and revers; a pair of broad brown-leather gauntlets, small enough for a lady; a small cloth bag which contained brown hair (a wig, I presumed); and a pair of lady’s buttoned boots, also brown. Dust flew, and we coughed.
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SUNDAY NIGHT, THE 2ND OF OCTOBER.

Charles and Miss Burke returned in time for a late luncheon. I prevailed upon the young lady that she need not change for the table. In the country, I said, we rest easier about such things. Perhaps she has gone back to England thinking us barbarians. I do not care. And I do not care for her. A cool young miss, indeed.

Beforehand, Bernard and I talked for an hour and more about our son’s love affair. Bernard confesses that he is distressed. So am I. He says that he sees full well why Charles became infatuated. I said that I do not. Bernard said that if a woman so beautiful once turns her lamp upon a man, he is caught in its beam. I protested that it is such a cold beam. He said, “So is the moon’s.”

Why do men like being thus fascinated? I have no patience with it. It distracts from the work of Life. It preys upon the spirit of the innocent—like Charles. But what am I to do? I told Bernard that I shall wait and watch—for the moment. But I do not promise to keep silent or distant if I see that she plays with Charles too much like cat with mouse.

She is such an icy one! I might have thought that she would return from such an important adventure with some imprint of excitement upon her face. Instead, she sat to table as cool as a leaf. Bernard asked her opinion of the house and estate—which is easily the finest for many miles around. “Quite pleasing,” said Miss B.

Quite pleasing, indeed! Here is my poor son turned inside out, from heat to harness, over this woman. Here is she with the likelihood to become one of the wealthiest landowners in the county by neither strength nor effort. And all she can say is “Quite pleasing.”

I fear that I pressed her.

“We found the theater,” she said. Then I learned that Charles had found it, by dint of enterprise and imagination. But she joined in the claim. Is that what she is? A claimer? She shall not claim my son until and unless she can prove to me that she has a heart worthy of his.

I watched her closely. Her hands are bony and will age badly. So might she. She eats not at all—a pick here, a morsel there. So she is not generous even to herself? Nor did she give much to me, when I asked her questions about her ride over to Tipperary Castle. Is it not a fine place? How did you like the land? Did you observe how beautifully the stone is cut? “Oh, yes,” and “It’s agreeable,” and “I know little about stone.”

At that moment I wished that I had not reared my sons to behave elegantly toward women.

During the meal a visitor came. We have a long view of the avenue from the terrace. It is a courtesy in the country to ride slowly into another’s property. This newcomer knew of such manners and trotted his horse nicely.

Bernard did not know him, nor did I—nor did Charles nor Euclid, and they know everybody. He came close to the terrace and dismounted without speaking. He took off his hat and approached us—thickset, short, and black-haired.

“Forgive the intrusion,” he said. The coat he wore might have been Spanish. “And forgive a business mission on the Sabbath Day.”

“Your courtesy forgives you, sir,” said Bernard. He can be irksomely florid at times.

We invited the man to join us. He told us that his name was Dermot Noonan. We shall hear more of him. He came to inquire whether we knew that somebody was trying to claim Tipperary Castle.

That was when I understood the wideness and depth of Miss Burke’s nerve. She never moved a particle of her body.

Bernard asked the stranger why he inquired.

“I believe it should belong to the people,” said this Mr. Noonan. “It’s been vacant a long time. It should revert to its neighbors; it was our land once. All of us from around here.”

Euclid’s eyes grew round, a sight I always enjoy. And Charles’s occasional shrewdness kept him silent too. Mr. Noonan had a hardness to him.

“Where do you come from?” I asked him.

“I was educated at Salamanca, Mrs. O’Brien.”

Few people around here have the composure to call me that; “ma’am” or, more commonly, “Missus” is what they call me.

“And why are you here?”

“I am riding to all the local houses to tell of my intention to go to court over that estate”—and he gestured past his shoulder.

He took a drink, asked many questions, and gave few answers. But at least he told us that he was a lawyer. (Bernard said that he should “try and get that cured.”) During the time he was among us this Mr. Noonan began to fasten upon Miss Burke. And she upon him. I know that I saw warning signs, threats to my son’s heart.

What will come of this? And why did Mr. Noonan stop here? Had he heard of her mission? Their eyes locked together many times. She is just the sort of woman to be enticed by a man such as that.
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When we returned to our horses where they grazed, April continued to look around. I waited while she enjoyed the view; in my hands I carried the green dress, the brocade coat, the pretty gauntlets, the cloth bag with the wig, and the buttoned boots. She looked at them and asked, “Do you think they were a stage costume? Or her actual clothes?”

We laid them on the grass and opened them tenderly. No clue could be found, not a note, not a ribbon; no powder marks on the coat’s collar, nothing but the faintest—or did I imagine it?—perfume from the hair. The shoes contained nothing; nor did the gloves.

Looking almost merry, April first tried the gauntlets, and they slid onto her hands with only a little effort.

“Excellent leather,” she said and slapped the gloves together.

I knelt to help with the boots, but they proved too small. Then I opened out the coat and she put it on. It looked splendid on her, and I told her so.

“Where is there a glass?”

At my suggestion she went to look in the water of the lake at the bottom of the hill while I stayed with the horses. They had become restive since our return; even Della stomped and shook, unusual behavior. I watched as April twisted and turned, trying to create a reflection in the water that would give her an idea of how she looked. She came back up the slope, red of cheek and merry of face, and to my astonishment she took my hand.

“I must thank you. I must thank you for—this.” She waved a hand to include the countryside and the house and the coat that fitted her supremely well. “Thank you, thank you again.”

These were, in all consideration, the kindest words she had yet spoken to me. I was newly lost. She removed the coat, and I bore it and the other pieces on my saddle in front of me.

Within a moment or two I was obliged to ride close alongside her, take her horse’s reins, and chuck in the creature tight, to reduce the skittishness exhibited by both horses.

“Something’s troubling them,” I said. “I know not what.”

I knew within a minute. We heard two loud gunshots, and the bushes nearby hissed and rattled. The horses reared at each shot; I was able to control both pairs of reins.

“Are we being shot at?” she asked, not at all perturbed. “Goodness! What a tale to tell in London.”

“Fowlers,” I said. “Every Sunday they shoot. There have always been stocks of woodcock and partridge here. From the old days.”

Animals, especially horses, always know things; our two mounts settled down after that, and I took this to mean that the fowlers and their guns had left the area. I am conditioned to expect anything in the Irish countryside, but April was not, and yet she took it like a warrior; I do not doubt that were we armed she might have returned fire!

When we returned to Ardobreen and one of Mother’s very best lunches—carrot soup, mutton shank, and apple pie, all of our own farm’s produce—April seemed composed and at ease. She remained thus all evening.

Her driver came on the Monday morning, and April rode away. She carried my father’s letter of introduction to his solicitor in Limerick, old Mr. Henry Somerville. She had decided, upon all our urgings and for obvious reasons, to go there at once and begin the proceedings. Father warned that everything legal “takes four times as long and costs eight times as much.” She waved to us as she rode off.

I walked in our wood and fields for a long time, savoring the fact that she had been here in my house, and that she might soon be here always, and that I loved her more than ever.
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MONDAY NIGHT, THE 3RD OF OCTOBER 1904.

She has gone! That felt the longest visit of any house-guest that I can recall. Not even Aunt Hutchinson troubled everyone so. No, the water’s too hot. Now the water’s too cold. Are these your best towels? Doesn’t Mrs. O’Brien have her own towels that I could borrow? Cally asked, “Will you let me pizen her, ma’am?” Poison seems an appropriate match.

How I wish, for Charles’s sake, that I could have liked her more. Bernard said tonight that he now has digestion pains. Charles has gone out to mope somewhere. Euclid says that when Miss Burke was born, there had been unusual turbulence in the spheres that week. I fear we may receive some more of her turbulence here.
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Vigor fills the void we call melancholy. For an hour and more after April’s departure, I walked slow as a stork about Ardobreen, seeking to converse with Mother or Euclid or my father; I hoped that they might offer me an opinion. Did they believe, having seen us together, that our fortunes belonged side by side? But Mother had engaged with our neighbor Mrs. Thompson (about eggs); Euclid slept late (as ever); and Father, I discovered, had gone over to Golden (in pursuit of some recommended plowman).

My mood sank lower and lower, so I made myself vigorous, prepared my bags, and embarked upon the road once again; healing others restores me. My destination, Bruree, would take until darkness to reach; I would see my patient there in the morning. On the main road, I turned to look at the towers of the castle; they are so staunch and constant. But an unexpected sight intruded—a hundred yards from the road, on a knoll in the field, sat a horseman, looking at me. I waved cordially; he did not move a muscle; I waved again.

The fellow made no response at all. Unperturbed, he sat there on his big roan mare, his gaze as glittering as a hawk’s. I puzzled a moment, rode on, and then looked back. Still he stared after me; he had not moved. I stopped, turned Della, and began to ride toward him, to inquire his business, but he spurred his horse and rode away toward the castle. Many fences had fallen down over the years, and it is difficult to say whether he knew—or cared—who owned the land over which he galloped.

I needed to press onward, and though uneasy over the strange rider, I put Della into the merry clopping pace that she could keep up all day. As I rode, I set my thoughts toward my patient. A young wife with no children, she had never been “strong,” as she told me at my first visit; “delicate lungs,” she said, and complained of sometimes a cough of blood. Mr. Egan had taught me to listen for the words “not strong.” He said, “Take it as the consumption, Mr. O’Brien, no more and no less.”

If my patient still failed, what must I prescribe on this, my third visit? I had so far tried linseed oil, and sweetened it with honey, but she could not tolerate the taste. When I last saw her, I had advised a routine of garlic with cloves, boiled, strained, and served warm in honey; and I said that she must drink goat’s milk three times a day.

Thus preoccupied, I traveled about an hour, and then took a bridle path that led me south of Tipperary town into secluded fields and tall hedges. Suddenly, from behind me, I heard loud hooves. With the path wide enough for wagons, I moved aside to let the horseman pass by. But his pace eased and his hooves quieted—now I could hear the noise of his horse snorting at being slowed, and then the sound of trotting right behind me. Next the horse’s head drew alongside, and I recognized the roan mare that I had seen on the knoll near the castle. In a moment, the strange horseman clopped cheek by jowl with me.

“Good morning,” I said.

He made no answer and kept looking hard at me; he had red-rimmed eyes.

“Are you traveling my road?” I asked pleasantly.

Still no answer came, and his gaze on mine never faltered. This, I thought, promised to become an odd encounter. I surveyed him; he wore a good enough coat of brown broadcloth, with large pockets and a great belt and buckle. Since he carried no baggage of any description, I presumed him local. He lacked the middle finger of the right hand, but he had outstanding horsemanship; he seemed to meld with the leather of the saddle.

When he did not answer I looked away, but I knew that his eyes continued to watch me. I spurred a little; he kept pace. I slowed down; so did he. He showed no signs of attacking me, and as we had no highwaymen, rapparees, or other thieves at work in our country, I felt that he must want something else.

“May I help you?” I said, trying to remain pleasant.

No answer: close and cold, he continued to look at me, his hard eyes searching mine.

“Will you not speak?” I asked. “Or somehow tell me what you want?”

Not a word did he say, and I returned to looking ahead. In the distance, I could see Cullen’s Ford, a place where people linger going to and from the town; trees overhang the river, which is wide, shallow, and cool there. My head had begun to sweat, and I felt ill at ease.

Suddenly, the hard-eyed rider leaned across and with his maimed hand jerked my reins from me. He rode forward a few feet, flogged my horse’s face with the leather reins, and then threw them insolently back at me. Della reared; the menacing fellow wheeled, rode at me as though to attack, spat at my face but hit my shoulder—and galloped fiercely back the way we had come.

Della reared again, almost throwing me. With my hands down on her neck, and soothing her with words, I settled her, then turned in my saddle to look back. The insolent stranger rode as fast as any man I had ever seen; within a moment he had vanished around a bend. Disconcerted, bewildered, I resumed my own journey down to the ford. Ahead stood Mrs. Cullen, leaning on her gate, in her ever-present black shawl. I looked forward to meeting her again—some minutes of her good-natured conversation would restore me—but when she saw me, she went into her house and shut the door. The family with whom she had been talking headed south in their cart, leaving the ford deserted.

Shaken a little by the sinister horseman, I stopped, dismounted, wiped the spittle from my coat with some grass, and gave Della her head to drink the sweet waters of the river Ara. (The name Tipperary comes from the ancient Irish words “tobair,” meaning a well of water, and “ara,” meaning the river—“tobair-ara”; my tutor Buckley told me this, and then said that too few Irish place-names had their origins in what we drink.) When Mrs. Cullen showed no sign of emerging from her shuttered cottage, I remounted. The rest of the journey proved mild and peaceful, and I rode into Bruree on a sharp, clean trot.

A big white moon stood over the town as I looked from the window of my room. In the silence of the night, I reviewed the past few days. For the first time, April had taken my hand, had placed a trust in me, had spoken warmly to me. Was not this excellent? Yet—I felt a discomfort that I could not name. Once again, much of her behavior had too much sting in it; was that it? Or was I discommoded at my family’s formality with her? I had expected them to be easier in her company.

I slept restlessly; my thoughts were as knives. Next morning I saw my young patient. She still had a pallor that we must remove, the skin on her hands like linen, but goodness! the improvement in her—I was very pleased. So was she; and she said so again and again. When I first reached their farmhouse, she had elected to remain in bed; however, her husband, with his big, shy, shiny face and curly hair, scarcely concealed his excitement. His wife, he said, had been able to get up and walk about “and even stand at the door on a fine day,” as she had been unable to do for fifteen months.

After my bedside visit, I waited in the kitchen while her husband helped her to rise; she came and sat by the fire, her slippers delicate as toy boats. He, so tender to her, so grateful to me, made us powerful tea, and offered some of the apple pie that his mother had made. I do not often eat apple pie so early in the morning, but this represented a celebration. A neighbor came by, an exceedingly tall, thin young man with, of all things in Bruree, a Spanish name. He bade us good morning; he had a most compelling voice, deep as a drum in the same slow, east Limerick accent. When I met him again, more than a decade later in vastly different circumstances, I recognized him at once; that is how distinctive he was. (The apple pie had cloves; he will always remind me of that taste.)

In the warmth of the sunny noon, I said good-bye to my young couple. My patient stood at the door and told me further good news: with the help of some money from an uncle in Chicago, they had begun the business of purchasing their own farm. They would soon, as she put it, “never again be anyone’s tenants.”
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TUESDAY NIGHT, THE 4TH OF OCTOBER.

I am a coward and I dislike myself for it. Yesterday morning I sheltered behind Mrs. Thompson and her new poultry enterprise. Charles prowled at the windows, looking in beseechingly. I know that he wanted me to give an opinion of his Miss Burke. As I cannot tell him what he wishes to hear, what can I say? That she is grasping? Almost contemptuous? Too distant for one so young? So sure of herself with that proud stride and toss of the head? In order to avoid Charles I fear that I detained Mrs. Thompson longer than she wanted.

Charles says that he has returned to his healing. He seems very rewarded by his patients. I know it sears his heart that he cannot heal Euclid. He will not even speak of it. But I know that he asks everywhere for a cure for his brother. People tell him that Euclid will continue to waste away.

Bernard has been of little help in all of this. He left the house early this morning. I saw no wish on his part, either, to converse with Charles. It cuts my heart to see how Charles depends upon his father’s every word. And it cracks my heart open to know that Bernard loves Euclid more. That he thinks Charles foolish. I am glad that Bernard knows how to conceal his feelings.

Euclid cannot walk anymore for wasting. Charles cannot think anymore for excess of feeling. My two sons are not playing Life’s cards with success. This is my fault. I have not educated them in the more mysterious parts of living, and they seem bound to fail. But I shall do as I have long decided. I shall go on loving them, and hope that my love keeps them alive and safe. I know no other way.
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In October 1904, Edward the Seventh had been king for three years and nine months. Although his dominions still daubed much of the world map with Britain’s red, the Irish Question boiled on. Little green shoots of rebelliousness had begun to raise their spikes in the top northwest corner of the British Empire.

By then, given the success of the land reforms and their new laws, Bernard and Amelia O’Brien must have known beyond doubt that their property was finally safe. No more “footwork” was needed; no more astute marrying into the establishment.

But—such an irony after all the centuries—their lineage on that land had begun to come apart. And from the inside. The natural inheritor, Charles, had shown no interest in the farm. Nor, it seems, would—or could—his brother. Nowhere in Charles’s history or Amelia’s journal do we find any suggestion that Euclid is likely to take over from Bernard.

By the time April Burke first visited the O’Briens, Euclid was in his thirties. Yet all we ever see of him is an eccentric, loving, often recumbent figure who has much to say, little to do. Repeatedly, a frailty is hinted at or mentioned; it’s never explained, only alluded to in passing. Now, in Amelia’s journal, the word “wasting” gives us the first solid clue.

Evidently it was chronic—we first learn of it on the trip to Knock, when Euclid was fourteen and Nora Buckley was delegated to care for him hand and foot. And it surfaces more than once thereafter in Charles’s remarks—Euclid sleeping late, etc., although Charles never tells us what was wrong with his brother.

It could have been tuberculosis, which had been long endemic in Ireland. That would explain some of the reticence; the “consumption” had a stigma attached, of poverty and undernourishment. But if Euclid had been suffering from tuberculosis since the Knock visit or before, he would almost certainly have been dead by the time he reached thirty.

More probably he suffered from a form of anemia. With poor or, at best, unscientific diet, no blood tests, and with half a century to go before the arrival of modern pharmacopoeia, anemia went undiagnosed and uncured. In a country so medically undeveloped, Euclid would simply have drifted down the years, getting weaker and paler. “His blood is thin,” they’d have said, and they’d have loaded him up with beef and liver.

Given that possibility or something like it, the family would have believed him too fragile for the farm. The O’Briens had a robust existence; they farmed seriously a daily bulk of animals and a full roster of seasonal works. They had a vigorous and involved team of workers, and people came and went all the time; Charles makes the point more than once that his household had a lively knowledge of everything that went on around them.

Any young man who was not in the thick of all that must have had something wrong with him, and therefore the seriousness of the illness could be defined by Euclid’s contrast to his environment. He was more than a touch sequestered—we never see him doing anything other than reading or pursuing his “researches.”

Everybody would have seen his condition—and had comments to make. Ireland being Ireland, where envy often wears the mask of kindness, they surely said, “That poor, weak boy—sure, isn’t he paying the price for the fine life the rest of them have?”

From Amelia we also begin to understand why Charles mentions Euclid’s illness so infrequently, and so insubstantially. It made him feel helpless. Although sickness provided his daily trade, he couldn’t heal his own brother.

Or himself. In October 1904 Charles was some months beyond forty-four years old and still suffered from immaturity and uneven development. Worse than that, his continued innocence drifted from naive to foolish. Where a more developed person would have started to make connections—an assault on the street, gunfire through the trees, a sinister horseman—he attempted no penetration, or even inquiry. In today’s language, did he not think to connect the dots?

This was a man who, at best, lacked alertness and, at worst, avoided looking at any difficulty in his life—although he confessed to self-examining thoughts once he had met Miss Burke. In that encounter and others, he had but a poor idea of how others saw him. With no talk of a future, or directed ambition, he more or less drifted across the landscape. He had no anchor—except this great, unrequited love.

Oddly enough, his passion, and the naive profession of it, may be the easiest thing about him to explain. Nineteenth-century men had many curbs on the ways in which they could express themselves. Despite some unexpectedly swift mail services, communication was generally limited, so a romance had few escape valves.

As a further restraint, all aspirant lovers were weighted down with Victorian respectability. In any wooing they did, men like Charles were obliged to convey purity of heart. It’s even remarkable that he was able to speak to April without a chaperone (although that probably had to do with her self-assurance).

So in terms of managing his own life in his early forties, the most positive thing to be said of Charles O’Brien is that in his lowest moments, he proved capable of taking some sort of action, however indirect. As witness his trip to Bruree, where, unable to heal himself, he had healed someone else.

And, of course, he displayed his historical value by the way he describes his visit—with brief but eyewitness clarity. Against the background of the era’s great theme—“land, land, land,” as he earlier put it—he reported, a moment at a time, people’s lives. With small, even delicate touches, he captured their moods, feelings, details—as with the tubercular young wife. In other words, such strength as Charles O’Brien had yet developed lay in his acute powers of observation.
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The general knowledge of the day has served an important purpose when setting down my History. In this spirit, I wish to record the number of people living in Ireland during the periods about which I have been writing, because the Census findings in descending generations tell a powerful story of Ireland.

If I look at the population in my father’s boyhood, a total of 8,175,000 people lived in Ireland in 1841. After Black ’47, the worst year of our great potato famine, that number shrank drastically, and in a Census taken the year after I was born, the Census of 1861, the total population amounted to 5,797,000. Of these, 4,504,000 professed Catholicism, and the remaining number of 1,293,000 consisted of “Protestants”—which included in the main Anglicans or Episcopalians, as well as Presbyterians, Methodists, and Baptists.

On the year 1881, I can cast no such light; I have been unable to acquire the figures from the authorities in Dublin, who tell me that they “can’t find them.” My most recent figures, which come from the Census of 1901, show the population of the island at 3,221,000, with a thousand fewer men than women. Therefore, from 1841 to 1901, almost five million people—that is to say, sixty percent of Ireland’s inhabitants—left the country, whether through migration or death. It is widely understood that almost all of these came from the native, or Catholic, population.

Given my family’s mixture, I was most interested in the polled figures of the religious denominations. In the one instance I have been able to acquire, it seemed that the Catholics outnumbered their landlord Protestants by between three and four to one. But I did not need a Census-taker to tell me that; the Irish people know their country. In some Catholic houses, I even heard them claim that the proportion fell closer to ten percent owning ninety percent.

Nor have I ever needed a Census-taker to tell me that I lived in a land of two peoples—and of such marked contrasts. I rode through the country for many years, on early mornings, high noons, late evenings, and often on dark nights; I rode from province to province, from county to county, from town to town, from village to village; I rode into places a horse had difficulty climbing; I rode down broad streets, gay with awnings. And in my journeyings I met and talked to two peoples, all the time, everywhere, deep in their baronies, boroughs, and parishes, two categories of Irish who resembled each other not at all.

They wore different clothes, ate different foods, and read different books; they danced to different music, answered to different Gods, asked different questions. “Many a time and oft,” as the poets and story-tellers say, I reflected upon these divisions on such a small island, and marveled at how wide was the chasm.

When I visited an Anglo-Irish—that is to say, Protestant—residence, I met gentlemen in shiny boots or shoes, in cutaway coats and fine trousers or knee-britches, with rings on their fingers and linen on their backs. They shone in waistcoats or vests made of brocade or silk, often of rich colors. At their throats, they folded elaborate cravats or, sometimes, wide and thought-provoking bow-ties. When going to church on Sunday, they sported hats and greatcoats; some carried walking-sticks. At the hunt, a few affected the red coat of the English—“the pink” as they call it, after Mr. Thomas Pink, the preferred tailor of many Englishmen and, therefore, of many Anglo-Irishmen.

The ladies of the Anglo-Irish wore gowns, and they cultivated airs of fashion. They professed an awareness of London and Paris; some even talked of America and what the “quality” wore there. I took it that the clothes in which I saw them—dressed for receiving visitors on ordinary days or for visiting their friends or for dining—reflected the world abroad.

Therefore, I concluded that London and Paris and the United States of America had a taste for brown and gray, and in summer, yellow and green, with trimmings of lace and other embroidery. Unless faced with a widow—always dressed simply and in black—I encountered bright fabrics and elaborate designs. Most women wore their hair up, except when retiring for the night. All gowns observed the ankle, and only in circumstances of great good fortune did one glimpse a shoe. But in time, I perceived such restraint beginning to ease, particularly among the younger women. When April strode about Paris, she cared not that her ankles showed now and then.

An Irish tenant farmer and his wife, however, dressed very differently. Their appearance generally lacked style; they could not afford fashion; and they scarcely wore any color other than brown for both man and woman, or green, and sometimes an unattractive black. In good wear, on Sundays, they might sport shirts or blouses of white, but in general they confined themselves to drab colors from easily available—and therefore inexpensive—fabrics. Among the Catholics I have seen serge but no silk; they wore tweed but no twill; no barathea, no bombazine, some sleaze, especially among the very poor, and a little cotton and linen.

They had no style; their tailors were often their wives, or a local village man who had little training, no flair, and poor ability. The women’s skirts reached to the floor; the men’s trouser-legs terminated above the ankle. Both sexes wore boots, and it would be a sign of a certain well-to-do comfort if, to Mass on a Sunday morning, a wife wore shoes rather than boots. Their children, in the main, went barefoot. In the—rare— childless house, a little more quality might be seen in the costume of husband and wife.

As to food: in the great houses of the Anglo-Irish, I have eaten some disgusting meals. I often wondered whether the Catholic cooks of my Anglo-Irish friends spent a deal of time trying to poison their privileged employers. This theory, however, collapses upon scrutiny, because the kitchen staff had so little knowledge of cooking that they would not have known where, or how, or in which dish to apply poison.

Some meals were worse than others. One day in March 1892, having been long expected for luncheon, dinner, and breakfast at L—— House, I arrived at a quarter before noon. The butler (who had bulging eyes, one of them turned to the wall—quite disturbing) led me straight to the dining-room, where sat my old friend Daniel B.

“You are so punctual, Charles. Luncheon will begin presently. Let us pity ourselves in advance.”

I sat down, and in due course, his mother, Lady G., and his sister, Miss K., appeared. Both greeted me prettily and Lady G. said, “Only a true friend would stoop to share our food.”

Miss K. added, “This is not a house that flatters the palate.”

Daniel completed the sentiment: “But excellent for the bowels.”

Luncheon was served. At that moment I began to understand the slenderness of the ladies. Judging from the offering before me on the table, they cannot have eaten much on any day of the week. I still do not know what lay in my plate; I can only describe it, and I shall not permit myself to recall it at length.

All seemed gray or black—excellent colors in themselves, but not in meat or potatoes. I thought I was looking at beef until Lady G. said, “Why must we always have mutton?”

To which her daughter replied, “Mama, this is pork.”

Lady G. replied, “I lost my sense of taste the day that I came to live here.”

Daniel ate his meal heartily and with great speed.

“The only way,” he said, “in which I can address such offerings is by eating very fast. I bypass the mouth and aim straight for the throat. At least the stomach is filled by my method.”

“Mr. O’Brien, please drink much water,” said his sister. “It is necessary.” She did not explain why.

A pudding arrived, which required Daniel to stand up and press the knife down with great force in order to cut it. I was quite unable to chisel even a crumb from my portion; for a while I contemplated licking the side, but I gave up when I saw that the dog, named Disraeli, refused Daniel’s piece and left the room.

As the maid took away the plates, Lady G. said, “Mr. O’Brien, are you a religious man?”

“Not at all, madam,” I said, “but it is my principle to respect those who are.”

“Good,” she said. “You will note that we did not say a Grace before our meal, because we simply could not bring ourselves to say, ‘Oh, God, for what we are about to receive make us truly thankful.’ ”

Her daughter said, “Here, we say a Grace after we have dined.”

Daniel: “My father began this practice. He passed away soon afterward.”

Miss K.: “He passed away one night after dinner.”

Lady G.: “You may have heard it, Mr. O’Brien—Hebrews, thirteen: eight.”

All three bowed their heads and intoned, “Jesus Christ, yesterday, and today: and the same forever.”
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Strangely, the food of the Catholics could prove more generally edible, however spare it might have been. On many occasions I have eaten in the humbler houses of the tenant farmers and the cottagers—the “peasants,” a term that they dislike. For economic reasons, they could not provide much variety at table, and it was the more fortunate who ate two meals a day. For breakfast they took porridge, made of oatmeal and cooled with the milk of their domestic cow or, more often, goat. But it was often excellent porridge, salted and with a good consistency. (Porridge must be almost capable of being poured, must hesitate on the thick side of liquid; and the best method is to mix milk with water equally at twice and a half the quantity to that of the oats.)

No matter how good the oatmeal, however, affluence stayed away from the table. Though all the family partook, they often had to wait their turn for the use of a utensil; the bowl or spoon had to be rotated according to the seniority of the family members. The father went first; the mother usually waited for the last child to have eaten.

If they were well enough off to take luncheon, it typically consisted of no more than a bowl of milk, with perhaps some of the soda-bread the woman of the house had baked, if she was industrious and if the family could afford flour. But in many houses no such meal was afforded, and all, including the youngest children, had to wait until evening. Then the family dined (I hesitate to use the word) on potatoes that had been boiled in hot water.

Of some such families, I have heard of an irony that they practiced— that they called their evening meal “potatoes-and-point.” This derived from the fact that the family had, hanging from the kitchen rafters, a flitch of bacon, which would remain there until Christmas dinner. However, until then, all raised their potatoes on their forks and pointed at the bacon, in the pretended belief that the flavor of the bacon would some-how travel through the smoke of the kitchen and invest their potatoes with its tang.

As will be understood, this culinary experience differed severely from that of some of the Great Houses—where, should the cook be a person of capacity, often foreign, it was not unusual to dine on pheasant and salmon, pastries and wine. But mostly, these delicacies were also dreadfully prepared.
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When I observe that these two peoples of Ireland “read different books,” I am arrested. Books stand at the center of my family’s and my country’s lore.

Not all of my forebears possessed the gift of “footwork,” as described by my father. One antecedent, by name Michael Joseph O’Brien, who lived in the south of the county around the year 1790, had received some education abroad, where some of the great Catholic universities contentedly took in Irish boys who sought education. This Michael Joseph went first to Louvain, where he took a dislike to the Belgians. He fared better in Salamanca. (“The Spanish have wine,” said my father, “and the Belgians have only beer.”)

Upon his return, my forebear was shrewd enough to conceal all his volumes about his house, because the possession of books was, for a native Irishman, a serious crime in those days. But Michael Joseph O’Brien grew defiant and quoted from his books when arrested. He was flogged and sent to Van Diemen’s Land, a poisonous island off Australia, where he prospered and eventually died among his many children.

When education and the owning of books became free of criminality, many Catholic households—even quite poor ones—rushed toward reading. Printing-houses in Dublin began to enjoy a vivid trade. People would read anything; some printers even published in daily book form the proceedings of sensational court trials.

As the century wore on, Mr. Yeats and Lady Gregory began to make clear the value of ancient Ireland’s traditional legends and culture, and literature became a symbol of national patriotism. The Catholic Irish flocked to these renditions of their past. In their houses, I have heard them read aloud the mighty tales of Celtic gods and heroes—of the boy-hero Cuchulainn (whom some call “Coo-Hualann” and some “Koo-Kullen”), of the warrior-god Finn MacCool and his hunters. They regale me with the stories that they find in these books; they know that such tales were originally handed down by word of mouth, and now they joyously rediscover them—and pass them on.

I have taken care to acquire some myself; and here is a story that I tell when I am among them. When I first heard it from an old story-teller, I took the precaution of transcribing it while I remembered it well, and since then I have memorized it; I rehearse it often.
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As you all well know, Ireland is a country where magic rises out of the ground. There’s magic around every corner, in the branches of the trees, in the beards of the bushes. The story I’m going to tell you is about magic that came out of the woods one day in County Louth.

If you go to the village of Dunleer, there’s a hill. Nearby there’s a great plain of land, and in days gone by there was a wood bordering that plain; it ran all around the edge of it like the whiskers on an old man’s chin. Before our time and before that time again, great warriors and hunters strode this beautiful country, and the greatest of these was a man called Finn MacCool. He was named Finn because the word means “blond” and he had hair the color of straw on snow. And he was named MacCool because he was the son of a man called Cool.

Finn always hunted with a band of companions. He was a young man and young men like each other’s company, and there was no wife at home to tell him that she didn’t like his friends. One day they were all on this plain, hunting near Dunleer, and out of the woods steps this beautiful deer. She was young, she was limber, she was lovely, not much older than a faun. The dogs began to bark and the hunters began to run, their spears at the ready.

Off runs the doe, like the wind; she heads up by the edge of the wood, onto the breast of the hill, and across the top of the ridge. They could see her clear against the blue sky, her movement fluid and graceful. She had that effortless flow of all great athletes, who never seem to be hard-pressed.

Finn and his hunters thought they had no hard job in catching her, but to their amazement they never got near her. Not only that, but one by one the young men and their dogs were unable to keep up the pace. Only Finn had the stamina. Finally, he and his two dogs drew ahead of the rest and were soon lost to sight.

As the great man and his two hounds came down a steep hill, they saw the deer ahead of them. She must have slowed down a bit and Finn thought she was tiring—so he urged his two dogs on faster and faster. To his great surprise, the deer lay down on the grass. She lay there quite happily—as though she was waiting for the dogs. When the two hounds came to the deer, they ran at her—but they didn’t bite her, or rend her with their teeth. Instead, they stopped and began to lick her, and play with her, and gather round her in a protective manner.

You could have knocked Finn MacCool down with the feather of a Galway goose. He stood there and he watched the three animals, the deer and his two dogs, nuzzling and nosing and caressing, the best of friends.

The deer rose from the grass, and the two dogs, like escorts, began to trot across the fields with her. Finn followed them, and by now the rest of his band had begun to catch up. When their dogs went after the deer, Finn’s dogs bared their teeth and barked—they were not going to let anything, man or beast, harm that deer.

Soon, Finn began to understand that his dogs were leading the deer home, and sure enough, when they reached his mansion gates, his dogs turned into the yard and led the deer into a comfortable stable. The dogs ran back and forth, to and from to the barn, and made sure they brought enough hay and straw in their mouths to make for the beautiful doe the most comfortable bed in the palace that night.

As the deer bedded down, Finn and his companions went in to dinner, and their talk for the evening was full of this mysterious deer, with which they had all become enthralled. They drank a lot and they ate a lot, and after the day’s exercise out in the open air they soon began to feel sleepy, and off they all went to bed.

At about four o’clock in the morning, the hour when all strange things occur, something wonderful happened to Finn MacCool. A bright light filled his bedchamber, so dazzling that no man could stand a chance of staying asleep. Finn woke up, and standing there in front of his bed he saw the most beautiful young woman that he had ever seen. He reckoned that she was about nineteen years old but with the maturity of a grown woman. Tall, slender, and with long hair that was ornamented with tiny golden balls, she wore a gown of green and gold, and she had a serious face that now broke into a smile as sweet as the sea on a sunny day. The beautiful young woman spoke, and this is what she told him.

She said, “I am the deer whom your hounds pursued today. When I was a girl in my father’s house, a Druid visited us, an evil man. He sought to marry me, and when I refused, the Druid cast a spell on me and threatened to turn me into a deer. And so he did, and his hounds chased me out of my father’s house. I had to run fast in order to escape, and I ran and I ran until I reached a wood in the west of Ireland.

“There I lived a terrifying life, hunted every day of the week from dawn to dusk by every passing stranger. Many of the hunts, of course, were caused by the Druid and his hounds, and one day last week, to fool him and his huntsmen, I ran to his house, where I hid in his orchard. A young servant-girl saw me, and saw that I did not run away from her. She asked me was I the girl cursed to be a deer. I nodded my head, and she told me that she had overheard her master say that the only man who could break this curse was Finn MacCool inside his own house, which was a place free from all bad magic.

“So I set out, and I ran night and day across Ireland until I found you and your huntsmen today and your two lovely hounds, who are not fools and who know the difference between a real deer and a woman in a deer’s form.”

Finn MacCool looked harder and longer at this creature, and fell in love with her. The next week he made her his wife; their marriage began in a peace as deep and quiet as the first snow, and every minute of every day he looked at her with love in his eyes and his heart, and he thought himself the most fortunate man in the universe.

But Finn MacCool was a man of duty, and one day duty called. The King of All Ireland sent a man on a fast horse to Finn, telling him that raiders from across the water to the east had landed on the coast. Finn’s lovely wife told him that he must, of course, go and do his duty, that his King and his country expected no less. Taking a leave of her as tender and tearful as a child on a first day going to school, Finn set off.

What Finn didn’t know was that, for all these months, the Druid had been aware, through his own magical powers, of where the deer-woman had gone. So for several months he had been camped in the woods near Finn’s house, waiting for the day when Finn would leave his house and his wife unprotected.

The morning Finn rode off to war, the evil Druid knew that his chance had come. He changed his shape to that of Finn MacCool and he rode to Finn’s castle. On the ramparts, looking out across the open plain, her hand shading the sun from her eyes, stood the young wife. When she saw what she thought was her husband suddenly returned, she shouted with joy and came running down to his arms.

At the very last moment, she realized her mistake as the Druid waved his deadly wand and changed back to his own shape. She called out, “Please don’t harm me. I am carrying my husband’s child.” Of course, this only angered the Druid more, and he touched her with his wand and she became a deer once again. She raced from the castle, out across the countryside, pursued by the Druid’s hounds.

Finn MacCool came home from the war, and when he heard what had happened he felt a great crack split his heart, right across the middle. He mourned and he wept, and he wept and he mourned. He strode around the castle holding his head in his hands, making great loud moans. Eventually, his companions persuaded him that he should go out and look for his beloved wife, saying that he had found her before and he might find her again.

For seven years they hunted, seven years, seven days, seven hours, and seven minutes. They never found his deer-bride and they never found the evil Druid; and they returned home, heavy-hearted, and never were so many deer spared by huntsmen in Ireland. And they never found out what had happened—nobody did, because Finn’s wife, in her deer form, had managed to stay ahead of her pursuers. Then, when her time came, she lay in a cleft deep in a wood on a mountain in Donegal and gave birth to a beautiful baby boy.

But no animal is made for producing a human child, just as no human woman may give birth to an animal, and the wife-deer died in childbirth. The birds in the trees were watching this event, and they sent out their signal songs, and the animals of the forest came to the bed of ferns where the expired deer lay and they saw this dear little baby boy, lying there on the ferns, kicking and smiling.

A male fox and a female badger agreed to adopt the baby, and they carried the infant to the badger’s sett, a safe, large, warm nest deep under the ground. And as the baby grew and grew, they made wider and wider the badger’s burrow, so that one day the boy would be able to look out, and then climb out, into the wide world outside. And he did—and he learned to speak to all the animals, and they taught him how to find berries and nuts and other foods, and he never, ever killed for food an animal or any living creature with a face.

For a further seven years and seven days Finn MacCool sequestered himself in his castle, mourning the loss of his wife and—because he had already known she was expecting a baby—his child. Nothing captured his attention—no dice game, no hunting, no story, no song. He moped and he wept, and he wept and he moped. Finally it all became too much for his companions, and one day they came into the castle and con-fronted him where he sat gazing into the fire that was blazing on the great stone hearth.

They said to him, “Finn, you’ve been mourning now for fourteen years and that is longer than a deer’s life span. You cannot become an old man through grief.”

Finn, a noble spirit, heard and heeded, and soon he began to hunt again. He went back to all his old haunts and found that time is the great healer, and he became the best huntsman of old, always leading the chase, with his two hounds no more than a few paces ahead of him.

One day, they were hunting on his favorite mountain, the magic mountain of Ben Bulben in Sligo, and as usual Finn was hundreds of yards ahead of his companions. The dogs suddenly stopped, puzzled, and Finn wondered what had arrested them. Up from the long grass a few yards ahead rose this tall, majestic boy. He was about fourteen years old, with long hair of a deep auburn color; he wore a tunic made of leaves.

Finn’s companions had by now caught up, and they stood and they gazed at this apparition. And everybody there on that hillside that day knew what they were seeing; they were looking upon the son of Finn MacCool and his magical deer-bride, the lovely fawn who’d been briefly changed back into a woman and who had married Finn MacCool.

Finn laid down his spear, held out his arms, and walked forward. The boy walked to meet Finn and they embraced, and that is how Finn MacCool met his famous son and gave him the name we pronounce “Osheen”—which, as every man, woman, and child in Ireland knows, means “little deer.”
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Almost never did I find a Protestant Anglo-Irishman telling such a tale. To be sure, one or two, such as Mr. Yeats and Lord Dunsany, have explored the hinterland of Irish lore—but in most Anglo-Irish houses the books (if any) consisted of farming manuals and almanacs, and very few of those. However, where a Great House had turned bookish, splendid collections could be found, and some of the libraries of my parents’ friends and acquaintances have been inspiring to my own family. Otherwise, I fear that the literary Anglo-Irish represented a minority—even though they have been educated in the British Empire’s best schools.

With music, the divide plunged even more deeply. From time to time, during family events or at Christmas or to observe the Monarch’s birthday, the great stuccoed drawing-rooms of the Anglo-Irish echoed to the stately notes of formal dances. The lords and ladies and their friends danced the Lancers or an occasional gavotte or a prim quadrille; the Irish countryside was many years behind London (some say many centuries). Musicians played violins and a piano, and maybe even the viola, and the event was ordered and stately. The arrival of the waltz removed some of the formality; and the works of Gilbert and Sullivan grew popular quickly.

“Down among the Catholics” (as the landlord’s phrase often goes), nothing so regular ever took place. Night after night, some house or other glistened with music, and through the candle-lit open door the music carried across the fields. Fiddlers played faster than fury, pipers kept up; and the skin drum, the “bowrawn” (from an Irish word meaning “deaf”) kept time, amid cheers and unbridled energy. All ages took part, and I have seen a man heavy as a horse dance a light-footed jig on a dinner plate without cracking it.

Irish traditional music throve on spontaneity and improvisation. A tune would begin with the squeezed notes from, say, a concertina, held small as a handkerchief in a farmer’s huge hands. As the musician felt surer of himself, and his music quickened, someone else sat down near him with a fiddle. Then came a banjo man or a girl with a whistle, and soon another fiddler, and in due time each one of these slid into the main tune and decorated it.

Some would depart from the theme entirely and then return to it by paths of genius. By that time they had invented and played another melody, yet stayed within recognizing distance of the beginning air—and all done spontaneously, often improvising to a tune they had never heard until that night. This is why, “down among the Catholics,” in culture and imaginativeness, they claimed superiority to the people in the “Big House,” as they called it contemptuously, to the “gentry”—a word they contemn deeper than any other.

I have a stone-breaker friend in County Roscommon. He sits all day by the roadside with his hammer, breaking large rocks into smaller stones. His is an epic task, and he wears eyeglasses of close wire mesh, through which he views the world from a refreshing vantage point. By chance, a great Anglo-Irish residence near where he was working one particular day had lain vacant for more than a decade, as the family struggled through intestacy’s furor. He could see the Great House distant across the fields; he sat on his pile of stones near the disused gates.

One day, a strange and pompous gentleman, obviously long separated from a hunt he had been following, trotted his horse down the roadway where my friend labored.

“Stone breaker,” he called imperiously, “have you seen the gentry ride this way?”

“Sir,” answered my friend with his hammer and his wire spectacles and his dust-covered face, “ten years ago they came out that gate over there, they went down this road—and they never came back.”
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Charles O’Brien reported fairly—even though his descriptions read oddly like those of a visitor. His impressions have the same kind of objective ring that was sounded by many who visited Ireland when the century’s unrest caught the world’s attention. Often the travelers who visited went home and wrote in simplified terms.

Many addressed the weather first and foremost. William Makepeace Thackeray, in his Irish Sketch-Book of 1843, found more rain than he had ever seen. He was generally sour about everything, including modes of transport: “The traveling conveyances are arranged so that you may get as much practice in being wet as possible,” he reported.

A French visitor, anonymous in the Paris newspapers, summarized the land difficulty thus: “No tenant farmer struggling to keep his lone donkey in rented grass could feel easy at the sight of his Lordship’s stable of twenty horses galloping across thousands of acres. Magnify that divide all across society—in food, in clothing, in medicine, in every other aspect of life—and it becomes plain how a seedbed of rebellion got planted and cultivated. Revolutions are born when the drudgery of life aches from serving the grandeur on the hill.”

Other writers—many from abroad—made the same societal observations as Charles O’Brien, though not perhaps as intimately. They confirm his version of the divisions. And they also underscore his sensitivity to the most crucial ingredient in Irish history: the sense of passionate social and political feeling.

At the beginning of the twentieth century, this was a volatile place. Savage upheaval lurked just below the surface. The island seethed like a swamp of crocodiles. All Irish people, no matter what their stripe, knew that there was a violent balancing going on. One day, the bailiff of history must surely come to collect.

Thomas Carlyle, who had a massive literary output, often brought his summaries to a sharp point. “The whole country,” he wrote, “figures in my mind like a ragged coat; one huge beggar’s gabardine, not patched or patchable any longer.” And when Ralph Waldo Emerson saw the cliffs ahead of him in the Atlantic, he observed, “There lay the green shore of Ireland, like some coast of plenty. We could see towns, towers, churches, harvests; but the course of eight hundred years [of occupation] we could not discern.”
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So far, I have written little of the country I travel, my native land of Ireland. It behoves me to include some brief description of its geographical beauty, lest for some unknown reason in the centuries ahead, Man becomes so profligate or uncaring or so needy as to destroy famous aspects. It is, I believe, also the function of the historian to generate an awareness of the terrain in which the events of his narrative have taken place.

In a previous description of my young life, I recounted my father’s recitation of the Seven Wonders of Tipperary. For the purposes of this little digressive essay, I pluck at random the Weir at Golden. In truth, it does not exist at Golden, but a mile and more down the river, at a place they call Athassel. And in greater truth, I do not pluck it at random—I choose it deliberately because of its founder’s name. He was William de Burgo, and the ancient Norman family became, in settled Irish time, Burke.

As you may imagine, having known the place since my childhood travels alongside Father, I returned to Athassel more than once, in order to contemplate whether April had originated here; and I fondly imagined taking her and her dear father on a tour of the beautiful place.

The limestone ruins of this great monastery glow white in the summer sun; and I have seen kingfishers flash their lightning blue in the willows across the river.

Who sleeps in these ancient tombs? It is known that more than one de Burgo lies here, deep within the priory walls. The outline of the cloister still stands, and the marks of the great altar. I have walked in the original channel, from which the monks (it is said) diverted the river to make themselves a little island; I have stumbled upon the rough earth that sets out the foundations of the town that once protected the abbey.

The best view may be had from across the river, from Mr. Dalton’s land. Also, I much enjoy riding along the riverbank from the south, anticipating the moment when I see the broken arches of the dignified, empty windows. When I have ridden through, I then receive the extra pleasure of proceeding by the river until I reach the weir.

As a boy on a summer night, I could hear from my distant bedroom window four miles away the swishing noise of this water flowing over the little wall, and it sounded most clear when the night was calm and the river high after rain. On a summer day, all is pleasant turmoil in the foaming waters; and there is tranquillity in the dark water where it pools before falling over the weir.

I have known much peace there.
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When April Burke (very likely a de Burgo) left the O’Brien household on that October Monday morning, she took with her a letter of introduction from Bernard to a law office in Limerick city, thirty miles to the west.

In 1904, Stokes and Somerville was owned by a father and son, Henry and Stephen Somerville, with a partner, Richard Stokes. He was a government lawyer specializing in the new land negotiations.

The company can still be traced. On the death of Henry Somerville in 1917, the firm merged with Kavanagh and O’Keeffe, a practice with offices in Limerick and Kilmallock. Fifty years later, a young lawyer from Clare by name of Prunty, with plenty of money, bought Kavanagh, O’Keeffe, Stokes, and Somerville. He, naturally, put his name ahead of the four others, and the people of Limerick gave it the shorthand name of Prunty’s. That is how law firms have traditionally proceeded in Ireland.

Liam Prunty gave it teeth; he loved to litigate. And, oddly for such a tiger, he also loved legal records, and this practice had an especially absorbing history. Back in the staid old days, it had once dealt principally in land registration, rights of way, and testacy.

In 1998, when he was sixty years old, Mr. Prunty announced that he had at last completed the formal cataloging and cross-referencing of his firm’s entire archive. It reached back to 1790, when the first Stephen Somerville, freshly home from France, hung out a shingle in Limerick (and lured clients with tales of the guillotine).

Still on Catherine Street, the firm now owns three adjoining tall houses. Today, their clients come from European Union agribusiness, and from the American firms enjoying Ireland’s tax holidays. Among the soldierly lines of filing cabinets, Mr. Prunty knows immediately where to find the Tipperary Castle case. He’s a lanky man who lopes down the long room.

“Locally they called it the ‘April Fool’s Case’ to begin with,” he says, “because her name was April Burke, and because everybody, Catholic and Protestant—the whole place—told her she was a fool to take it on. But take it on she did, and it lasted seven years. Seven years—1904 the first note was sent to the court, and the judgment came down in 1911. That was fairly typical. And like a lot of land cases, nobody got paid; they all said, Let the government pay for it. But some people did well out of it.”

The lawyers of the day placed newspaper cuttings in the files. Mr. Prunty, to preserve them, has had them photocopied.

“This case, this had all eyes on it. If it was today it’d be on the television twice a week and once a fortnight, as the saying goes. See? The newspapers were on to it from the start.”

On Wednesday, 25 October 1905, The Irish Independent carried a report:



The case has finally opened in the High Court to decide the ownership of one of Ireland’s most renowned houses. Tipperary Castle, with its magnificent residence and four thousand acres of prime farming land, is being fought over by three contenders: an Englishman, Terence Burke, who alleges that he is the natural descendant of the last owner; Mr. Dermot Noonan, a barrister from County Tipperary, who claims that the estate was put together from stolen ancestral lands and that he knows the rightful historical owners of each acre; and the Crown, who wishes the land disposed of to the highest bidder under the Wyndham Act. It is expected that the case will last several years.



In each file that he hobby-archived, Mr. Prunty wrote a brief summary of the suit. He usually clipped his précis to the copy of the verdict, which he placed on the top of the case papers—judgments, contracts, all relevant documents. Since the Tipperary case remains one of the biggest events in the history of the firm, his notes run longer on it than on most of the other lawsuits. He wrote several pages, and included asterisked references to the evidence transcripts.

To anyone interested in the case—and in particular from the point of view of someone reading Charles O’Brien’s “History”—Mr. Prunty’s summary is thrilling. It’s full of depth charges, which he detonates one by one.

“The likely outcome of April Burke in Chancery,” begins his note,



lay obscured in doubt and argument. Tipperary Castle had been vacant and the lands fallow since the sudden and intestate death in 1858 of its owner, Terence Hector Burke. Mr. Burke was the seventh successive inheritor of the Tipperary property, which he expanded.

He died of natural causes at the age of fifty-six. Colloquial evidence that he had been married to a lady of reported ill-repute was mentioned in the Judgment, but only for the purposes of discarding as irrelevant. An earlier claim had been made upon the house and lands in 1880, by a lawyer from Bristol, a David Birmingham, representing clients whom he refused to name. The claim fell, as the solicitor withdrew rather than uncloak his clients’ identity.

A second claim followed from the same firm in 1904, and proceeded to the same conclusion for the same reasons; again, the firm of Birmingham and Bale told the court they required the protection of anonymity, and the learned judge denied it.



There go the first two detonations. The court heard an allegation that the mysterious and beautiful actress April Burke the First had been “a lady of reported ill-repute.” Mentioned in passing, and legally “only for the purposes of discarding as irrelevant,” that would explain Oscar Wilde’s fleeting reference to Sarah Bernhardt: “Even though I do not wish to dwell upon this, she had something of Miss Bernhardt’s background, or so it was said.”

This needs some caution. Many actresses were sometimes—and inaccurately—described in repressed Victoriana as “of ill-repute.” But the divine Sarah had indeed been a whore before she trod the boards. Had, also, April Burke the First?

Secondly, the applications from Bristol—who initiated those? Charles, on his early morning Somerset walk in June 1904, saw the Gambon woman who lived in the Brook House, Mr. Burke’s Mater, as he called her, board a carriage for Bristol, dressed as though for an appointment. In short—who knew what about the Burkes and Tipperary Castle?

The next segment of Mr. Prunty’s document opens up the train of events:



In January 1905, Terence Theobald Burke, of Alexander Street, Westminster, London, made an application for “the Grant of Possession of Tipperary Castle, Ireland.” The Courts of Chancery in London properly sent it to the Irish courts. Through his daughter, Mr. Burke engaged Mr. Henry Somerville of this firm. As solicitors are not allowed to plead before the High Court, Mr. Somerville instructed his son, the barrister Mr. Stephen Somerville.

Upon the receipt of the application in the Irish courts, the case opened (in October 1905) and preliminary arguments began; searches were commenced. In March 1906, the case was adjourned owing to the death of the original claimant; and in October 1906, his daughter, Miss April Burke, of the same London address, described as “an assistant in the British Diplomatic Corps and a junior Lady-in-Waiting to the King’s daughter, Princess Maud,” was advertised to the court as the natural claimant-in-succession. She furnished in evidence her late father’s Last Will and Testament.
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Saturday, March the 17th 1906.



Dearest Kitty,

I have to tell you of sadness that I never before knew [wrote April to Mrs. Moore]. Two days ago my beloved papa departed this world; and I am writing this to you, my dear friend, knowing that I have no person to whom I may speak my grief.

On Thursday, a messenger came to me in my office at Whitehall, bearing a note from our maid, Mary. Her note begged me to come home, as Papa had “become stricken.” I went to Alexander Street at once and found Dr. Fleask there. Papa sat in his chair, as he always does, but he could not speak; nor did he acknowledge me. Dr. Fleask gave it as his opinion that Papa had suffered an apoplexy. “Nature’s stroke of ill-fortune,” as the doctor said. 

We carried Father to the day-bed in the library and laid him there. His pallor frightened me; and with the purple around his mouth, which was sagging at one corner, I became afraid. At the same time, I saw his face as it must have been when he was a little boy, all tender and clear in the complexion. 

Dr. Fleask tested Papa again and again with the question “Tell me your name, sir,” and when Papa made no reply, Dr. Fleask said, “Tell me who is this young lady?” but again Papa did not respond. He tried to keep his eyes open, but the eyelids drooped and fluttered. 

There was nothing to be done at that moment, and Dr. Fleask departed. I sat there all afternoon, watching Papa. Each time he breathed differently, I started—in fear and in hope. Mary made some beef tea, and I attempted to get some between his lips; but he had not the capacity to draw it in. I talked to him all the time, and I told him of his own dearness to me. On his face came no sign, ever, that he heard me. 

Now the night came in, and we brought as many lamps and candles into the room as Mary could find in the house. But they merely lit his passing—because at a few minutes before six o’clock, his poor body gave a great surge, as though he would rise from the bed. Mary shrieked, and I held Papa’s hand tighter. He made a second surge, and then he sank back. His eyes opened for a moment, but they lacked direction; they closed again as he subsided. 

I felt his hand grow cooler, and a breath whistled from him, and a tear formed at his eye and rolled down his cheek, and I knew that I had lost him. 

My dearest Kitty, I ever reserved my warmth for Papa, and now I regret that I did not tell him how I loved him. This morning, the cobbler’s boy came with Papa’s repaired boot and I all but fell down with grief in the hallway. 

On Tuesday we shall have the funeral; and I must prepare to comport myself in the way that he taught me. There will be Tennyson to read, and Shakespeare, and the Revd. Donne. 

After that, I must take over the legal matters regarding Tipperary. I do not know what sort of face I must turn to the world. As you alone know, I am driven by fear; I fear everyone. We have talked before, you and I, about the brisk face that I show—but it is the only face I know. I tremble inside all the time, and Papa knew this—he kept me “up,” as he called it. Must my fears now take me over? My dearest Kitty, please forgive my distraught tones. 



Your bereft but still affectionate friend,

 April.
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Mr. Prunty’s files have been meticulously constructed. He put everything in linear order by date. Thus, his summary observes, “In October 1906, Mr. Stephen Somerville, K.C., made a successful application to the court for an interim “caretaking” order, so that the property might be protected from possible marauders, and so that a farm plan might be drawn up to prevent the fences and pastures from falling further into the weeds of disrepair.”

In other words, when April Burke got her hands fully on the case— that is, seven months after her father’s death—she approached it with her customary vim. Once her father’s funeral was over, she began the necessary rearrangements of her life that would optimize her attention to the lawsuit. She kept the house in London open—but now she turned her face west, to Ireland and, as if anticipating a life to come, began to insert herself into Anglo-Irish society.
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Thursday, the 26th of July 1906.



My dear Robbie,

Yes, please come to Bantry—the Atlantic is so wonderful just now. A squall yesterday which drove marine oddments up onto the sands. I walked for an hour this morning, and was the best beachcomber; I found scallop shells, jellyfish, gray, wrinkled driftwood, and a wonderful seppe shell—or “cutting-fish,” as they call it here.

Shall I expect you by Sunday, the 5th? If so, you shall renew your acquaintance with an interesting person! You recall that my lovely friend Mr. O’Brien had developed a perfect passion for the young woman who attended poor dear Oscar? Well, she is to be a house-guest of Doty Bandon’s at Castle Bernard; she is coming over for her great lawsuit—she’s seeking what she claims as her “birthright,” Tipperary Castle. Nobody here believes her; they think her a charlatan, and she has behaved dreadfully to my Mr. O’Brien. I am firmly among those who hope that she loses! 

Castle Bernard is very merry. The Bandons seem to make grandeur intimate—how I wish that Oscar had known them. So as you see, dear chum, lots of ding-dong gossip awaits—hurry-hurry! 



Con molto amore, 

Mollie. 
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Saturday, the 4th of August 1906. 



My dear Kitty, 

In haste. Shall we meet at Limerick? If you designate a hotel, we can have tea. (Do they have tea in Limerick?) I should like you to meet my Mr. Somervilles, father and son; they are my protectors among the law! 



Speedily,

April.
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SUNDAY, THE 16TH OF SEPTEMBER 1906.

Charles came home on Friday evening. He says that he means to stay some time. When Bernard asked about ailing patients, Charles said they are all “in a good way.” At times I have thought how safe to be ill, were Charles the attendant healer. He cares so much.

Although he has not said so, I know that he has come to be with Euclid. This morning, he helped Euclid into the ponytrap. It took a long time. Euclid glowed after their drive. They went to Golden and saw Athassel again, which Charles enjoys.
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Onward from the autumn of 1904 I have little to say of Ireland’s events in general. Naturally I observed them as they occurred. Our island moved smoothly through the reign of King Edward the Seventh, and grew increasingly passionate about self-government; the talk of Home Rule replaced and surpassed in heat the debate on land reform.

In fact, the whole country burned with a nationalistic flame. Enthusiasts for the revival of the Irish language held many and vigorous meetings, and when I look back now I can see that the whole country was talking itself into a ferment that would one day boil into revolution.

As a “nation” (which we now increasingly called ourselves), we revisited our glorious past of myth and wonder; we reminded ourselves of our ancient poets and our many Gods and our brilliant artistic virtues. It often became heady, and Euclid became quite a specialist in ancient Irish paganism. He demonstrated how our mythical past had indeed been a matter of fact, and told us that we must observe what had happened— because in the workings of the past lay the clues to the future. And he told us, with Father’s encouragement and to Mother’s delight, that we would soon again become brilliant.

On the third of October 1904, as I have reported, I saw April and her driver turn their faces to the Limerick road. That she had been in my home, under our roof, between our walls, still dazed me with delight; now she departed and I believed that she would return. She did, and in circumstances that in time brought great turmoil.

It began with a letter from London, in spring 1906, to my mother. April wrote to tell that her father had died; it seemed that a stroke felled him, but she had the comfort of being present at his death, and she wrote movingly of how she missed him. Immediately, I wrote to her conveying my sincerest condolences; I had had little time to acquaint myself with her beloved father, but in that period I came to like him as much as a fellow might in so brief an acquaintance. In truth, I missed the dear man from the proceedings of my mind, as I had much looked forward to seeing him again, perhaps on the grounds of the castle that he might one day walk as of right or, as I have said, touring with me through the ruins of Athassel, burial place of de Burgo earls.

I had remained within reach of Ardobreen in the weeks after April’s departure; in case she needed my attentions again, I wished to travel no farther than a day’s ride from Limerick. During that time, I attempted in vain to gain the opinions of my parents as to whether she might prove a suitable and lovable daughter-in-law. Mother said she needed “greater knowledge of the girl” before she could essay such an opinion, and my father said she reminded him of how Mother looked at that age.

Euclid told me that I must be “firmer” with April, and when I replied that Father seemed to show no such firmness with Mother, Euclid said in his darker tone, “Different field, different beast.” I still do not know what he meant.

That summer passed in short journeys to outlying counties, and one long journey to Donegal—a matter of some weeks. A priest in Bundoran, who had been Mr. Egan’s patient and was much given to working in the garden, had written to me complaining of the itch. I stayed with him many days until it vanished (my treatment was a mixture of sulfur powder and pig’s lard). Riding through Ireland in August had been exceptionally pleasant, and I saw many harvests, drank many ales in celebration; home again, I resumed my shorter journeys.

One Saturday in October 1906, I arrived home from Templemore and a patient with the gout (which is cured by drinking a boiling of ragwort, and eating a porridge of oatmeal, each three times a day) to find a letter from London awaiting me. Mother sat with me as I opened it; I have it here, as I have all April’s letters to me.



Dear Mr. O’Brien— 

Or “surely” (as you say in Ireland) surely must I not call you “Charles”? For all the goodness you have shown me I may assume your friendship, may I not? Your letter regarding Papa’s death moved me, and showed me how dear you feel in your friendship to me. Therefore I begin again, this time with “Dear Charles.”

I have written to your mother my thanks for her condolences too, and I have asked her—as I ask you—to extend my gratitude to your father for his sound advice regarding the law and Tipperary Castle. Acting upon your father’s words last year, I engaged Mr. Somerville’s practice in Limerick, and as the newspapers have reported, they agreed to act for my father in the matter of this estate. 

When Papa died, I became his sole legatee, and as an early step I petitioned the Courts that the property be placed under some good care. The petition was granted on condition that a Caretaker be appointed, and to this end I took the liberty of suggesting your name. I know nobody else in Tipperary and I understand too that you harbor deep feelings for the place, and that is how I know that it will be in excellent hands under your watchful eyes. 

Mr. Somerville has told me that he will shortly write to you (and, as he said, be pleased to address a son of Mr. Bernard O’Brien) with greater details than I can furnish now. As you may judge from this letter, the suit has already been entered upon with the most serious intent. 

May I include you in my expressions of thanks for all you have done and are about to do?



Yours with gratitude,

April Burke.



Mother asked me whether she too might see the letter; she read it without comment, other than the question “Do they mean to pay you for this caretaking?” In my delight I protested that I should not expect or accept payment.

The law truly does move slowly. Next September—of 1907, almost three years after April’s first visit—a sealed packet arrived, heavy with brown wax, postmarked “Limerick” and addressed to me at Ardobreen. It contained a detailed “Letter of Appointment” and some keys bearing ancient labels. Court papers indicated that permission had been given to appoint a “Responsible Overseer” to the property and a Court Order made to that effect. (This resulted in Euclid for many days addressing me, and referring to me, as “R.O.”)

I had not waited for the official authority. In the intervening months, I had ridden over to the castle many times, most particularly in the winter months. At no time did I take any steps to exceed the curiosity of a passing stranger or to anticipate my coming powers.

Each successive visit persuaded me further of the castle’s thrall. My father believed my mother a truly beautiful woman because, he said, “Every time you look, her face is different—that’s the sign of true beauty.” I had observed the same with April—and now I saw it in this place that I hoped would become her (and my) home.

Whether in morning light, or through drifts of noontide rain, or early evening fog, which floats a foot above the ground like a gray magic carpet, this estate gave off enchantment. I liked nothing better than to sit on Della, in the exact place where April and I had first dismounted, and look on the walls, the battlements, and the wonderful vista down to the bridge and the lake.
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SUNDAY, THE 29TH OF SEPTEMBER 1907.

Today we rode with Charles as he opened Tipperary Castle. I have had few days in my life when my feelings changed so. At first, I felt angry at his being used. My son was born to take care of people, not ruined estates. Then, when we all sat on the old terrace, I felt the peace of the place. Charles has spoken much of this. I knew today what he meant. At last, when we entered the house, I was marvelously overwhelmed. Never have I known such magnificence.

But that is not the point. I have known other Great Houses, including Aunt Hutchinson’s and, in London, Mrs. Wilkerson’s. And, of course, the Countess of Athlone’s London house in Mayfair. But I have never seen a house with such feeling in it. The ornateness that we can still see did not bring that. Nor did the beauty of the cut stone. Nor even the colors employed.

There is an emotion in the house, a care, a warmth. I must not raise my hopes too much for my son. At the same time I must give him wonderful praise for his feelings about this house. He has been so praiseworthy in his instinct. I applaud his judgment.

At one moment today I looked at him. He stood on the terrace, inspecting with a shrewd and tasteful eye the house that he once hoped might one day become his. That girl is not his worth by a long chalk. She is not his measure and has little of his character. I know that each crow thinks her own crow the whitest, but my elder son, with his fine shoulders and his mane of hair and his pleasing and willing-to-please face, was always beyond her merit. Yet I do not know how to tell him that. He disparages himself so readily, so often.
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The Irish mansions didn’t suddenly begin to rise above the landscape. They weren’t a direct product of English colonization. Many of them mutated from the castles of the Norman barons, whose similar buildings can be seen today in Ireland, England, and Wales. But even before the raising of their ramparts and towers, they had forerunners.

The Irish, as did the Scots, built themselves what are now called “fortified houses.” In Tipperary and the other counties of Munster, many fine examples can still be seen. Some of them have kept their height but lost their heart, and they stand in the fields, gaunt and ruined. Others have been “restored” as hotels and conference centers.

Tipperary Castle, from all the available documentation, began as one of those fortified houses. Terence Hector Burke did not, as Oscar Wilde had mistakenly believed, build it from the ground up. In fact, it’s more the case that he became the last in a line of Burkes who had expanded and decorated their residence.

In time—and Oscar got this right—Terence Hector Burke added the theater. As his predecessors had done with other wings and sections, he built it so expertly that it looked as though it had always been part of the house. In essence, it became the last phase. Tipperary had grown from the original fortified house into a great Anglo-Irish mansion.
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My appointment as “R.O.” did not specify my tasks, except in the vaguest terms, and so I took it upon myself to define my duties. The keys opened their locks at first turn—excellent craftsmanship to work so well after a disuse of more than half a century. I had brought candles, and the Somerville letter contained detailed instructions as to how I should open shutters all along each passageway. Entering through the servants’ halls, I let in light with every few paces that I took.

Nothing had changed in this house. Dust lay everywhere, but matters had been left as though the occupants had donned their coats one day and walked out. On a small table in the annex of the servants’ hall sat a mug, an old candle, and some burnt matches. The mug, when I picked it up, left a ring in the dust.

When I had opened all the shutters down in this wing, I stood and looked at everything—the walls, painted yellow; the sensible cornices with less adornment than I knew I should find in the main house; the benches painted brown, now gray with the dust. No coats hung on any of the hooks—no hats, no cloaks, no ulsters; when the servants left, they must have known that it might be forever.

In the kitchen, a giant table stretched down the middle of this long room; on shelves and in cupboards sat the great pots and crocks that had serviced the food of the house. From the servants’ quarters, and the kitchens and pantries (which I did not yet open), the main passageway led to the central hallway of the house. Here I had some difficulty; this passageway had no windows, and to illuminate my way I had to depend upon the light coming from the windows that I had opened far behind me. I passed through two heavy doors, and finally, with only a glimmer to help me, found myself in the main hallway.

The windows here gave greater problems, and dust fell upon me like gray snow as I drew back the long, heavy curtains. I then found the iron handles that, when turned, opened the shutters and, with the same ease as the earlier locks, the first shutter opened, then the second. I was covered with dust—but I had let in the first light in the main hall of the house for more than fifty years.

Whatever I had imagined I now abandoned. The walls had been composed of beautiful cut stone, which reached to a height of approximately four feet, and above that the hall was paneled with marble. On the cornices and all across the ceiling had been placed the most ornate stucco that I had—or still have—ever seen. As far as I could make out, it seemed eccentric, with some of the richer styles overlaid by simpler motifs; for example, in one corner a large bird with detailed feathers protruded from the wall, grasping a branch with leaves in its beak, while beneath was slung a great plaster chain. In another corner, a proud figure of a “Victory” of sorts surged forth like the figurehead of a ship. A great marbled staircase wound upward from either side to a balcony; the stairs could allow six people abreast.

And the hall could accommodate a ball with an orchestra. It went through from one side of the house to the other, and through the north-facing windows I could see our chimneys and the wood. On the other side, the westering sun suddenly came through the clouds and shone straight in to light a ceiling as ornate as Versailles, pink and gold and turquoise. In that radiance too, however, dwelt a sadness; a wide section of the central medallion, populated by lions, tigers, and other great cats, had broken off. In truth, there was much frightful damage elsewhere.

All had been caused, my father had long ago told me, by vandalism, by would-be thieves; local opportunists had tried to steal the flashings off the roof—to sell to munitions fabricators for making bullets. As one man had wrestled with a particularly dense chunk of lead, it had broken away in his hand, exposing a ceiling underneath, which is where the water poured down in time.

However, the man had then slipped on the smooth lead and fallen to his death outside. This had strengthened the aura of bad luck in a house already stained with the reputation of loss and pain, and the gutters and lead flashings thus escaped further depredations.

Through the gap in the ceiling, the once and former grandeur of the private apartments could be glimpsed. They evidently had had much delicacy, much exquisiteness; but, sadly, the years of rains through the holes in the roof had caused very considerable damage, and much of the other plasterwork lay beneath layers of black and green mold.

It was clear that the true state of the castle could not be judged without a tour of the building. Consolingly, it was plain that whatever restoration would be required, the place retained its basic magnificence.

I opened the padlock on the bars of the front door, but no matter how I hauled and pushed, I could not move the great door by an inch. It still had damage. I could not climb the staircase, and I could not enter any of the rooms that radiated from the hall. All the doors had swollen, and everywhere destruction had spread. Looking directly above my head, I could see the ribs of the walls to which plaster had once adhered; long, wide reaches of plaster hung loose. As I moved about, some of this stucco began to flake loose; a piece fell in the hallway behind me. Smaller and lighter than a coin, it would have hurt nobody, yet it could have brought others down in its wake.

Although my activities were necessarily limited, the house came alive again. Working steadily where I could, I threw back every shutter, casement, and door that I could reach, and I let the world bring its healing light and air indoors. Now I could survey the damage to the house, which proved even more extensive than I had anticipated.

The main staircase, with all its wide marble, was incapable of bearing the weight of a person; but by a rear and undamaged stair I was able to reach the upper floors. In all the corridors, in the gallery, and along the rear passageways, I found damage. Boards had rotted and begun to fall down; in many places I could see through the timbers to the floors below. One of the ornate painted doors to the gallery, which had romantic woodland scenes, hung askew; its companion had lurched from the topmost hinge. On the frayed chairs along the gallery wall, many of the seats crumbled to my touch.

I could not gain access to the greater rooms upstairs but, through open or fallen doors, I could see four-poster beds whose canopies had fallen, and exquisite armoires—which bravely seemed to have withstood the assaults of the decades. Through one door several yards away, I looked into a nursery— and at once recalled how Mr. Wilde had told of the mysterious actress showing the new father his son’s nursery before she disappeared. I reflected that I had long ago vowed to find the basis of that story, to solve the mystery. Now I felt that I never would; the journey to Somerset had proven too opaque.

Eventually, in that first week, I attempted to enter as many downstairs rooms as I could (the upper floors felt too dangerous). The more recent construction, such as the theater and the rebuilt kitchens, had stood up well—but the older parts of the house, the dining and breakfast rooms, and the three drawing-rooms, showed much damage. Green mold and fungus spread everywhere, obscuring the details on the plasterwork, much of which had begun to crumble. When I contrived to climb up and reach a cornice in the main dining-room, the stucco cluster of grapes came away in my hand, with the damp smell of decay.

In the ballroom, I found the greatest contrast—the most beautiful room had suffered the most severe damage. Its stucco peeled; its plaster cornices sagged or lay on the floor in piles. The marks of ancient cascades from water damage all but obscured the beautiful turquoise and pink paintwork. Some of the chairs along the wall, where at one time merry-makers had rested, now leaned or fell like dead, once-golden dancers.

At the end of the first week, my assessment revealed that more than two-thirds of the house required substantial renovation; in fact, no more than three servants’ bedrooms above the stables had escaped damage. All hangings seemed perilous. I dared not tug at a velvet curtain and took no risks with walking across floors; I trod everywhere by the wall, where I knew that joists rested. But many joists came into view beneath rotten floorboards, and from their condition I understood that they would have to be replaced before any new floor could be laid. My inspection was a journey of pain and excitement.
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SUNDAY, THE 22ND OF MARCH 1908.

At breakfast this morning, and yesterday, Bernard read no newspapers. I asked why. He answered by making an appointment to see me here, in our bedroom, “secretly,” he said, for eleven o’clock. When we met, he told me that all the newspapers are telling of Miss Burke’s marriage in London last Wednesday to Henry Somerville’s son.

“I did not wish Charles to see,” Bernard said. But who is to tell him? Shall I? Or his father? Or the world? He is certain to find out. Perhaps he already has heard? And does not wish to say? This afternoon he went off to the castle.

Now we shall have some fixing to do. Must he continue working unpaid for this young woman? In how many ways can she break his heart?

Shall we send him abroad for some time? He talks of buying a motor-car. Della can travel no more. Indeed, I fear that he will lose her this winter. Charles says that he does not wish to break in a new horse. Bernard says he should buy one of Dan Dwyer’s younger mares; they are well turned out.

Oh, what shall I do—about everything?
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Tuesday, the 24th of March 1908.



Darling Mollie,

Now we have something to talk about! In The Times there was a notice, very brief, announcing the marriage (on Wednesday last) “quietly” of “April, only child of the late Mr. and Mrs. Terence Burke of Westminster, to Stephen, eldest child and only son of Mr. and Mrs. Henry Somerville, Ballinacourty House, Limerick, Ireland.”

“Well-well!” I hear you say, perhaps followed by “the scheming rodent!” (which, as I believe, was your more recent nomenclature). You may not like her, my dear, which I think a shame—I find her perfect—but you must agree that her attorneys now have a true interest on winning her case? No? Of course! And she has no money—so what better means could a pretty body devise of addressing the hideously expensive process of the law? You must admit to her shrewdness, Mollie, and you must admit that I bring you the sweetest of gossip! 

So—be not surprised if she is found strolling the halls of her “birthright” ere long. In fact, Doty Bandon told me in August that your rodent was all but inviting house-guests for next summer. 

Oh, I hear that Bosie was rejected by several hotels in Belgium. I feel sorry for him; the world may loathe him, but he is dying for the love and loss of Oscar. 

Keep me posted, Mollie dearest, on the nouvelle Mrs. Somerville. Perhaps she’ll be in Paris at New Year! 



Your fondest friend— 

Robbie. 
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The “decent” period of mourning in a family was, traditionally, a year and a day. April Burke married two years after her father’s death. And six months after she asked Charles to caretake the property.

Other than the official record of their firm, no documents exist about the Somervilles. They had come into Ireland some hundreds of years earlier, as had Amelia Goldsmith O’Brien’s family. But Limerick is a gossipy city, where memories are long, and the family, though now extinct, is well remembered.

Henry Somerville, the old man, had a pleasant, harmless reputation. A useful oarsman at Oxford University in his youth, he became at the age of seventy-five one of the prime founders of the Shannon Rowing Club in 1905. He paid for most of the fine new clubhouse. Other than that, and a Christmas Day swim across the river and back every year, he lived an unremarkable and blameless life. He married late and had one son (a daughter died in infancy).

Of Stephen, a little more was known. He was born in 1875, and was therefore seven years older than April Burke. A brilliant law student, he graduated early from Trinity College, Dublin, and went straight into practice at the Irish Bar. He became the youngest barrister in history to rise to the senior level of King’s Counsel—“K.C.” That’s how he had the stature to lead the Tipperary Castle case.

He had a big, black beard and a bad name. Two complaints against him can be found in Irish Law Society archives. On both occasions he was accused of assault. No charges were brought, even though one of the allegations was investigated at some length. A sum of damages was agreed, and the case was hushed up.

The plaintiff, a thirty-year-old woman, identified only by initials, described “a drunken attack and attempted violation.” In the other case, which had much less documentation, the words “repeated, violent attacks while drunk” are mentioned.

Nevertheless, at the time that he met and married April, he was enjoying a brilliant legal career. And he must have had something going for him. Flair, charm, individuality, style, great force of personality—these were the hallmarks of the Irish courtroom lawyers of that (or indeed any) time.

For April, it must have seemed perfect. Stephen Somerville, the most sought-after bachelor of the day, was six feet two, dashing, rich, and on the rise. And he could win her lawsuit for her. Plus, his uncle became the judge in the case, which might not be completely harmful.

As for Stephen—he now represented a client who, if he had anything to do with it, could soon own one of the most beautiful and potentially fertile properties in Europe.
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My life as a healer taught me many lessons, among them the fact that, from time to time in Life, a stranger giving advice may alter one’s own course—as Mr. William Butler Yeats did when he advised me to go to London, seek Miss Burke’s father, and pursue my suit down that pathway. Mr. Yeats came back into my life when I was the Responsible Overseer at Tipperary Castle; and the words he spoke to me had a long-lasting and in time transforming effect.

I remember the morning so clearly—a fine Tuesday in March, a true spring day, with pleasant warmth, even though we were promised rain. The gates at the entrance to the avenue now opened easily, yet I was always surprised when I saw a visitor. Usually they came on foot or on horseback; that morning, a full landau arrived, and even at a distance I recognized Mr. Yeats, with his great mane of hair and his tweed cloak and his large spectacles.

He had the reputation of being a diffident man, awkward in company. I found him delightful. With gestures he directed his driver to take the carriage along by the terrace to a point where he could see the fullest view of the castle’s facade. There he stopped, sitting and looking. I, at the front door, waited a moment to see whether he would emerge for a deeper inspection. But my patience gave out, and I walked down the terrace and greeted him.

“Good morning, Mr. Yeats. Welcome to Tipperary Castle.”

To my astonishment, he remembered me. I was just about to tell him my name, and remind him of my visit to his home in Dublin, when he stretched out his hand in greeting and said, “Mr. O’Brien.”

I laughed and asked how he came to be here. He told me that he was driving from Limerick, where he had been staying, to pay a visit to his old friend the Archbishop, at Cashel.

When I offered to give him a guided tour of the place, we began to walk and I pointed out everything that I felt might appeal to him. He was consumed with interest, and soon we reached the spot where the best view is to be taken. As I pointed out to him the Rock of Cashel in the distance, he held up his hand for silence. (I talk a great deal when I am nervous.)

After a few moments, Mr. Yeats said, “This place has an importance to me.”

Expecting a continuation of his thought, I said nothing. He waited for a moment, then spoke again:

“ ‘He bore her away in his arms,/The handsomest young man there.’ ”

I knew that he was quoting from one of his own poems, “The Host of the Air,” and I murmured the refrain from it: “ ‘And never was piping so sad/And never was piping so gay.’ ”

He looked at me with his intense eyes and he said, “Thank you, Mr. O’Brien,” and again lapsed into silence.

After a few moments he said, “Show me as much of the house as you can.”

We went inside; I was delighted that, being the same height, we walked shoulder to shoulder. I took him by safe routes across shattered floors, beneath rotted stucco, up the rear staircases, and eventually we came back out through the servants’ quarters.

Strolling up to the terraces, I said to him that I much admired his work in the arena of Irish lore. He became very animated and asked me what I enjoyed. I asked whether he would care to hear the full, complete version of my tale of the magic deer and we stood there, in the sunshine, as I told it. He was delighted with it, and said so three or four times, and asked me whether I would write it down and send it to him (which it has since been my pleasure to do).

As we walked up to his landau, he said, “What do you know of the plans for this place?”

I told him of the lawsuit, remarking upon its likely complexity. As he climbed into his seat I said, “My hope is that Miss Burke will win the place. Her father, whom I came to know—at your advice, sir, if you remember.” He nodded. “Well, he passed away, and now Miss Burke is his sole successor. My hope is that she and I will marry and we will settle down here and renew the castle and the lands.”

Mr. Yeats looked at me in the most peculiar way, a long, penetrating stare.

“Is that your hope or your definite plan?”

I said, “Both.”

He said nothing, merely looked again at the facade of the castle. Then he reached across the carriage’s polished side and shook my hand earnestly.

“Good-bye, Mr. O’Brien. Meeting you the second time was even more pleasant than the first—and the first meeting was very agreeable.”

But he did not tell the driver to move on. Instead he sank back in his seat and seemed deep in thought. I waited, my hands clasped behind my back like an obedient boy. Then he spoke:

“You told me, during our long talk when we last met, of something Oscar said. What was it again?”

I quoted: “Be sure to keep beauty preserved.”

Mr. Yeats nodded. “Mr. O’Brien, I didn’t say so earlier because I was afraid of breaking the spell of the place—but I was here before; I was visiting Cashel and I rode over one day. One empty, beautiful summer day. And that poem you so kindly quoted—I got the idea for that poem here. So the place is important to me. And it’s important to you.”

I said, fervently, “Oh, it is.”

Mr. Yeats said, “Make it the most important part of your life. It has enough beauty to warrant that. If you do that, if you take that step— you’ll not fail. You’ll get everything you wish for. It might not happen in the way you think—but, Mr. O’Brien, you’ll keep beauty preserved. I know it.”

He shook my hand again, this man of whose aloofness people complain; he tapped the driver on the shoulder, and they drove away. The last I saw of them was the horses turning the corner down by the bridge and Mr. Yeats’s hand in the air, waving as the landau disappeared into the trees of the avenue.
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From The Nationalist & Tipperary Advertiser (published in Clonmel every week since 1890), in its edition of 28 March 1908:

“On Wednesday evening, Charles O’Brien, of Ardobreen, Golden, was found lying on the roadside near the old entrance to Tipperary Castle. He had been shot twice, and neighbors reported having heard gunfire some hours earlier, but attributed it to fowlers, known to frequent the area. As this newspaper goes to press, no reports have come to hand regarding the gentleman’s condition.”
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SUNDAY, THE 19TH OF APRIL 1908.

What is to become of us? Three days after Bernard and I avoided telling Charles of Miss Burke’s marriage, Charles was shot. We know not why. We know not by whom. He was struck in the leg and the neck by heavy bullets.

We have been putting together the pieces of the incident. Charles was seen by neighbors as he rode down from the castle to the main road at past four o’clock. It had been raining heavily. The same neighbors saw two men riding by and then heard gunshots. Then Charles was pitched from his new horse, Maudie, who died under him. She was killed when the bullet passed through Charles’s leg and into her heart.

At five o’clock and again at six, I had been asking myself why Charles had not come home. Had he decided to sleep in the castle tonight, as he sometimes did? At some minutes before seven o’clock, we heard a commotion in the yard. Our neighbor Mattie Hogan came to the door. I answered the knock and I saw that Mattie looked stricken. On his cart behind him I saw Charles’s boots sticking out.

With Mattie came a man who introduced himself as “Harney.” He had heard the gunfire and kept on his own journey. By some mysterious instinct, he chose to return, though he did not need to (he had been going home). Harney (as, he said, everyone calls him), found Charles. And, seeing the neck wound, he lifted Charles’s head to keep the wound closed. This probably saved Charles’s life. Another passer-by then roused Mattie Hogan, who has the nearest house to the castle gate.

We set out in the long car for Tipperary and dispatched Mattie for Dr. Moran. Harney rode with us and kept up Charles’s head. Charles still bled.

When we reached the hospital we found that the wounds were not in themselves mortal. His damage rose from the fact that he had lain there for some hours in a cold, wet ditch. Today he continues to lie ill in the Tipperary Hospital. We do not know whether he can live. Bernard says the gun must have been a Mauser. And, he believes, Mausers usually kill. Charles was fortunate, so Bernard says.

“Fortunate?” I am distracted. Fortunate to be shot? Fortunate to lie in repeating fevers? He has not lost his leg, as we feared he might. The neck wound may take his life. It grows septic constantly. Everybody has tried to help. I have sent a man to bring Mr. Egan to the hospital.

On some days Charles is lucid, on some not. He tries to recall what occurred. He saw two horsemen, he says. And he had seen one before, on the road to Bruree some years back. The men rode by him. No challenge was issued. Then, when they were behind him, he heard the gunshots. He says that he heard them before he felt the bullets. At first his leg, then his neck “stung.” And he heard hooves galloping but recalls no more than that.

I have been sitting with him night and day. Bernard has made me come home tonight. Perhaps if I write it down, it will take away my anxiety. We thought that Euclid would die when he heard. He is less able to sleep than usual, and now he grows very weak. Harney has promised to ride here every day and tell me of Charles. It seems that Harney is remarkable. I do not know who he is. Bernard says he comes from Urlingford, in Kilkenny. He is twenty years old, mature, and unusual. I believe that he saved Charles’s life. He believes so too, and as a consequence has become devoted to Charles.

What has come into our lives? What malign force has placed itself in our midst? I do not wish to hang blame around any person’s neck—and I shall not do it. Tonight, I am exhausted, and full of tears that I have not yet shed for my two sons who have never grown up.
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Tipperary Castle’s long, officially secured closure told everyone that the estate had become a major inheritance issue. The grief-stricken Terence Hector Burke had not left a last will and testament before his wife vanished. If people had any knowledge—no matter how vague—of a son and heir somewhere, the property would be frozen by the government. Anybody laying claim to the estate would have to offer proof of family lineage, and thereby hope to establish title.

Over the decades, various claims came in, from chancers and hopefuls. Some claimed distant kinship, or said they had “verbal contracts,” or showed forged wills. All had to be investigated, and the issue of title to the place became delayed and delayed. Many of these documents became matters of public record, because increasingly it began to look as though the estate would inevitably pass into public ownership. For this reason, government law officers had to take an interest.

As a result, the affairs of Tipperary Castle built up into a famously large official dossier. The legal files, still available to be seen, would stand more than six feet high if piled up together. They contain a few surprises—and one chilling shock. It comes in correspondence between the Royal Irish Constabulary and a Dublin firm of lawyers who at one time represented the British government’s interests.

The letters reveal that the trio who assaulted Charles O’Brien in Limerick in December 1900 had meant to kill him. A “contract,” as it would be called today, had been put out on him, and by people who meant what they said. Astute, wealthy, prominent, and capable, they had hired others to do their killing, as the rich usually do. Charles had no knowledge of it, would never have guessed it, and therefore remained unprotected.



4
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My name is Michael Nugent. No, this is not a new voice in this tale—I’m the author of the “commentaries” on the writings of Charles O’Brien, and I’ve chosen this moment to reveal myself. I’m the one who discovered all the letters and newspaper reports, met Mr. Prunty in Limerick, received his permission to search his files—and found Amelia O’Brien’s journal.

In fact, I’m the person who also bought the oak chest, cleaned it, opened it up, and in time donated it and its contents to the county library. I had long known of its existence; it had a kind of small mythology attached to it, among the people who had known of it.

It was presumed to be hiding somewhere in our county. In the end I found it by chance. And somehow, in one of those odd things that life delivers from time to time, I’d always known that I would find it, since the day I was alerted to look out for it.

I can’t claim that I at first felt unusually arrested in any way by the contents. When I began to read the “History,” I certainly found it interesting. As it went on, I felt it compelling for what it was. This, I thought, is a good self-portrait of a somewhat untypical nineteenth-century Irishman who had a decent sensibility and, when he was being objective, a clear eye.

Also, I knew the locality, and I recognized the names of the places; it all had a familiar ring. And I wondered whether it would make a diverting lecture for the Clonmel History Group. Or maybe I could turn it into a paper for the annual publication of the Tipperary Historical Society.

And it chimed with my interests. For most of my adult life, I taught (and with some passion) history and English literature to boys between the ages of twelve and eighteen. So, in the interests (I thought) of spontaneity, and for my own amusement, I began writing commentaries on Charles O’Brien, and his life and times, before I finished reading the entire text.

Then, as I read, I found myself being drawn in further and further— and for reasons that I could not quite explain. I stopped writing simple glosses on Mr. O’Brien’s narration and began to step closer to him—all without quite understanding why.

Before long, I began to recognize that I was being completely taken over. When I came to the shooting incident I raced ahead to the end— because I now knew that I had some connection to this story. The attempted murder of Charles O’Brien was part of my childhood, a story that my mother told me as a secret, never to be divulged to my father (I will come to that presently).

My “unmasking” of myself at this moment comes about because from here onward my involvement becomes too dominant to permit anonymity. It can’t be otherwise. I know how the story ends, and its ramifications spread far wider and go much deeper than the “History.”

In a way that has shocked me beyond measure I am involved with the lives of Charles O’Brien, the O’Brien family, and April Burke. As a result, almost everything in my life has been altered, including the way I now have to perceive myself. It has been nothing less than a profound shock.

When I realized this, I had some difficulties in deciding how to manage the material. At the outset, while writing the commentaries, I had been expecting to do no more than merely follow the document’s chronology—filling in the background, illuminating the historical details, that sort of thing.

But once I had begun to uncover the background to the story, I couldn’t be content with that anymore. This “event” in my life—which is what it had become—had changed its character. I went back and read what I had written and I saw it in a different light. Dry, dispassionate comment would no longer be adequate, because now this was my story too.

Therefore, everything that I, Michael Nugent, write from now on comes with the hindsight of having read Charles O’Brien’s entire document. And—such an important “and”—from the moment I introduce myself here, everything has been written after completing my own verifications and inquiries.
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I decided after much thought to resort to what I know best—I began to behave as a teacher. “Master the subject,” I told myself. “Lay it out in a clear and benign way. Make it easy to survey. And to assess.”

To accomplish this, I decided that I would begin by fleshing out Charles’s life. In a sense, he drove me to it, by saying, “Be careful about me.” As I began to delve and find relevant material, it became essential to apply it to his text, as a kind of extra commentary, a corroboration of what I had been feeling and observing.

By the way, there is nothing in Charles O’Brien’s “History” that gave me any clue to the eventual full story and my place in it. So—how much of my response was instinct? I can’t tell. But I do know that once I decided to widen my inquiries, I hoped—with an earnest, arresting hope— that I would end up in possession of a text capable of teaching me something extraordinarily valuable.

And I did. What’s that old saying—“Be careful what you wish for?” It’s fair to say—and I’m smiling with pleasure and irony as I say it—that nothing I have ever read has changed me so profoundly, or mattered to me as much, as Charles O’Brien’s “History.”

Delightfully, that is what I, as a teacher, always sought to do: to improve, to elevate, to matter. I loved teaching. Not only have I always considered it a noble profession, but my heart used to pound with excitement on Monday mornings as I walked to the school.

How could it be otherwise? I taught Shakespeare, for heaven’s sake! And the poets of the world. I taught the campaigns of Napoleon, the unification of Italy, the American Revolutionary War, the fall of the Roman Empire—I taught the great events of the universe and the great literary art of Man.

That was a privileged life. How many people gain the permission to earn a living by striding through great works and universal events and pointing out their wonders?

Now—though perhaps not on a cosmic scale—I was going to do it for myself, and I became so delighted at this prospect that I began to feel selfish. But I laughed it off. What could be selfish about it? Nothing! I live alone, I would trouble nobody, and I wanted something to fill my days.

Not for a moment did I suspect that this would become the most astonishing and rewarding thing that had ever happened to me. It brought shock, of course, and anger, and some deep sadness wafted in. But at the end of it, nothing would ever look—or be—the same.
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When I decided to examine this entire matter as deeply as I could, I began by walking some ground—the woods in Dundrum, where the Treece eviction took place. I got my hands on old land maps, found a fence post, saw the ferns and the red bracken that also grew there in 1869, when young Charles O’Brien had sat in the pony-trap with his father.

It gave me a glorious feeling; I thought that I had stepped back in time. And I felt that an adventure had come into my life, that I could reach out and touch the past. I could almost see those “hundred or more, white-faced and grave” people who came to witness. How I wished I had tossed a shovel in the car so that I could excavate the ground where I reckoned the cottage had stood.

Next, I set out on my first documentary searches. I knew very little about “research”—indeed, I had always been slightly in awe of the word. In my own career, I merely visited the official Department of Education texts, extracted information and beauty from them, and passed it down to my students. But now I was obliged to do what the big boys did, the major academics. I didn’t yet know where to begin.

One day, not long after the visit to the woods, I went to Dublin to lunch with a friend. She took me to the National Library. I had never been in the building before; it’s one of the better relics of empire. People at small tables with green-shaded lamps pored over big, leather-bound objects. These turned out to be volumes of newspapers.

Library reading facilities were much less formal in those days—no passes required, or people vouching for one’s character. We approached the desk, and my friend—who is a librarian—asked for The Limerick Reporter & Tipperary Vindicator for 1864 on my behalf.

Naturally, I knew what I was looking for—I had recently read Charles’s version, after all—and I soon found it: the report on the case of leprosy. A girl by name of Mary Hurly had caught the disease from washing a sailor’s clothes. Charles O’Brien had called it up as his first memory. He reported it accurately—he had the crucial bit, the date in his young boyhood, right. And the spelling of her name, which more commonly has an “e”: “Hurley.”

When I was teaching history, I tried to make it come to life. I liked to make it vivid for my classes; I liked to think that all history began as oral history—we could talk before we could write.

Now, in front of my eyes, I had an objective proof of a subjective event. Charles reported the oral version as told to him by his mother’s housekeepers, and here, in the newspapers—journalism being the first draft of history—was the written account. (Which also raised an interesting question: Which informed which?)
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Let me pause at this moment of revealing myself and clarify the sequence of events. Charles O’Brien met April Burke in November 1900; he was forty, she was eighteen. Four years later, after many failed letters, he traveled to London, met her father, told him of Tipperary Castle, and went with him to his boyhood home, the Brook House, in Somerset. The following morning he saw the lady who lived there board a carriage for Bristol, on an appointment—in all probability—to see her lawyers. That was in June.

In October 1904, Miss Burke came to visit the O’Briens, to see Tipperary Castle, and to hire lawyers—and the previous month a firm in Bristol put in a claim upon the estate. The case never got very far in the courts.

Next, in late October 1905, the newspapers reported the opening of the Tipperary Castle title hearings in the Irish High Court; and in March 1906, Terence Burke, April’s father, died.

Six months later, she announced that, as her father’s inheritor, she had now taken over the lawsuit. She was granted a caretaking order by the court, she asked Charles to accept the task, he agreed, and the keys arrived in September 1907.

In March 1908, April married Stephen Somerville; Charles’s parents knew of it within days—Charles never tells how he heard of it. The poet William Butler Yeats came to visit the castle, remembered Charles, and was obviously puzzled at Charles’s hopes of marrying April. Charles observed that when he stated his hopes of marrying Miss Burke, Yeats gave him a “long, penetrating stare.” Yeats must have heard of April’s marriage: he relished gossip, and he had just been in Limerick, where every Protestant knew of the marriage.

(Incidentally, was Yeats, in some indirect way, also attempting to tell Charles that April had married? The poem that he mentioned, “The Host of the Air,” deals with a girl who is taken away by evil folk at the moment of her marriage to the man who loves her.)

Finally, Charles was shot the following day by the mysterious horseman who once semiassaulted him. Twenty-five days after the shooting, Amelia O’Brien made the entry in her journal—and now we meet a most significant figure in the story.

Joseph Patrick Harney, the young man who found Charles on the roadside, who came to the O’Briens’ door that night, was born in 1888, the only son of the Crown Surveyor for County Kilkenny. His mother bore three other children, daughters; due to the family’s salaried comfort, each of the four Harney children survived.

All received as good an education as could be had, meaning that they passed into schooling beyond the age of fourteen—which made them comparatively rare. Two sisters became nuns, one a government archivist in Dublin.

The Harney family seems always to have been well documented (as befits the children of a man who surveyed, and kept records). Their only son kept up the practice and left a personal archive, including an oral account that covered key phases of his life.

His earliest photographs show Joe Harney with a shock of black hair squinting into the sunlight. He wears a Sam Browne belt full of ammunition, and holds a rifle across his body like a soldier about to present arms. No uniform; this is a slim, tense man in a floppy tweed suit and boots; the photograph was taken in 1919, when Joe Harney was fighting in the War of Independence.

His role in Charles O’Brien’s life became profound. Harney once said that because he had been raised in a household of women (his father traveled often), he grew up with “more than the usual quota of common sense.” He might have added affection, gifts of friendship, and loyalty. When he attached himself to Charles it grew almost immediately into a deep and involved commitment.

Their relationship began in the days after the shooting. Harney took it as his personal duty to become the communicator between the hospital and Ardobreen. He wrote daily notes to Amelia. He watched over the doctors. He became Mr. Egan’s assistant in the healing of Charles.

Mr. Egan wrought miracles. Harney brought him in at the first opportunity, as a visitor late one night when Dr. Moran had finished his last round of the day. The “little quack,” as Amelia (kindly) called him, stood at the bedside and exchanged a touching greeting with Charles.

Harney charmed a nurse into undoing the dressings on Charles’s neck and leg, and Egan looked grave at the sight of the wounds. The next night he came back, bringing with him some ancient soda bread on which mold had formed, like a green invader. Egan scraped off this unappetizing matter and applied it to Charles’s wounds, while Harney stood guard over the door in case the nurse returned.

Within days, Dr. Moran began to profess himself pleased at the progress of the healing, but no sooner did one segment of one wound recover than another part became infected. This continued for eight or nine weeks—“two steps forward, one step back,” as Harney put it in a note to Amelia; and then a day came when Charles, much healed, went home to Ardobreen.

Harney went with him and began to stay with the family, on and off, for some time. He helped in the yard; he read to Euclid; he drove Amelia on visits to neighbors and friends. Most of all, he became a companion to Charles, and the two men, the thin, amusing twenty-year-old and the brawny, thoughtful, and often anguished forty-eight-year-old, talked for hours and hours, often until dawn.

To Harney, Charles confided every detail of his feelings for April Burke. For instance, he told Harney, but never recorded in his own writings, how he had been almost forcibly ejected from Oscar Wilde’s presence when he began to sketch the man a few days before his death.

Wilde had begged him to stop, saying that the likeness could only prove dreadful. But Charles pressed on until Turner, Wilde’s “English” friend (as Charles called him), took the pad from Charles’s hand and asked him to leave the room.

And Harney was there too, in the warm days of early June, when Amelia O’Brien visited her son in Tipperary Hospital and told him that “Miss Burke has married.”

Amelia’s journal for that night contained only this entry: “I told Charles today. It has been hanging over me. Until now I felt he was not well enough to know. He took it silently, said nothing. Not a word. Just gazed at me with those great big eyes. But he looked at me as though I were someone he had encountered at the end of the world.”

After she finished, Harney told Charles and Amelia that he knew Stephen Somerville. “Not as an intimate or a friend,” he said, and Somerville “never would be either of those.” Harney had met him because Somerville had a cousin living near Harney’s aunt in Kilkenny city, and Harney’s aunt was the biggest gossip in the county. “She had a mouth as wide,” he said, “as the mouth of the river Shannon.”

Harney also told Charles and Amelia that Stephen Somerville was what we today call an alcoholic, a dipsomaniac. “And a bad drunk, at that, a violent drunk.” (All this information comes from Harney’s oral history.)

“I thought I’d buck Charles up with this information. His mother’s eyes glinted for a moment—no love lost between Mrs. O’Brien and the new Mrs. Somerville, I thought, but Charles became distressed. He said, ‘That’s dreadful news; I wanted her to be happy.’ Then he hesitated for a moment and said, ‘She’d have been happy with me.’ And he said little else.

“I walked to the hospital door with Mrs. O’Brien. My goodness, she was an attractive woman, with captivating eyes and the nicest, sweetest nature you’d ever find. She was in her sixties, yet I could so easily have fallen in love with her myself, and I only twenty. She put her hand on my forearm and stood to face me. ‘Harney,’ said she, ‘do you think this will grow Charles up?’

“And I said, and I meant it, ‘Mrs. O’Brien, do we want him to change from the kind of decent man he is now?’ And said she back to me, ‘I want him to be less hurt by life.’ And off she went.”

All in all, Joe Harney had strong values; they included a deep belief in his country’s right to govern itself. And interestingly enough, even at that age, he had begun to understand the importance of recording his country and his own place in it.

With this in mind, and at his request, his sisters began to take down an informal record of his young life. Although there’s no evidence as to whether Charles had confided in Harney about his own “History,” their record keeping did demonstrate a shared value in the necessary observation of their own times. (As a history teacher I find this irresistible.)

From Joe Harney, too, we get a new portrait of April. In July, when he came home from the hospital, Charles felt well enough to return to his caretaking duties at the castle, especially now that he had Harney to assist him. He didn’t go there every day—just often enough to check that no doors had been breached. If a rainstorm or a high wind had caused damage, he wanted to be aware of it. And he had also been given instructions to check that the neighboring farmers had their animals under control.

In September, almost fully recovered, Charles slipped and fell in one of the upstairs corridors. He reopened the wound on his leg. Mr. Egan couldn’t be found, Harney wouldn’t let Charles attempt to heal himself, and Dr. Moran took him back into the hospital.

While he was there, April came to see him. Her new husband waited in their hackney car outside—Harney saw them from the hospital window. He also noticed that April never mentioned Stephen’s name, even though the man had traveled with her and was sitting outside. This is how he described that afternoon to his sisters:

“I heard the commotion—the window was wide open. When I looked down, I guessed right away and I thought, Is this the woman everybody’s talking about? There she was, being helped down from the car by her husband, and a hospital porter, and a passing gentleman, and some lady. She was one of those people who gets others to buzz about her. Is that a gift? I don’t know. I said to Charles, ‘I think you have a visitor.’ He knew by my tone whom I meant, and the expression on his face went between thrill and fear.

“Moments later, she swept into the room. She had the same excitement about her that you’d get from seeing a tremendous bird. Of course I saw at once why he had fallen so hard for her. She looked like his mother, only lovelier, if that was possible. Oh, she had a swing to her, that competent briskness; she didn’t walk, she strode, and she had the best eyes of any woman I have ever seen. Brown as the earth, with a fleck. And that rich hair that she had.

“I always notice what women wear—that’s what you get for growing up among women. And she was wearing a gold jacket and green skirt. The jacket was cut like a man’s coat, almost military shoulders. She had a very light, long green-and-gold-striped silk scarf flying from her neck.

“And she had a black handbag, a purse, of crocodile skin. She put it down on the end of the bed, ran both her hands through her hair, brought the scarf under control and, said she, brisk as a breeze, ‘Well, look at you, Charles O’Brien—you have been in the wars.’

“That was it. Very upper-class English accent. Not a ‘Hello’ or ‘How are you?’ or a thing. He said, ‘You look beautiful.’ Said she, this woman who, that afternoon, I can only describe as a running commotion, ‘Aren’t you going to congratulate me?’ Charles said, ‘I hope you’ll be very happy.’ Said she, ‘No, not that—congratulate me on finding you. I didn’t even have to go to your home.’

“Charles asked her how she’d known he was in the hospital, and she said that she had been dining with Lady Mollie Carew, who had now come back to Limerick from her summer sojourn in Bantry. ‘I can’t think why you and that woman are friends,’ said our visitor. ‘She’s almost common.’ And she sat down, on the chair that I had automatically pulled out for her.

“The visit didn’t last long. In fact, it was over within minutes. A brutal visit, too—she had scarcely settled on the chair when I heard her say, ‘Now. Business.’ Next thing I heard the words ‘I want you to testify on my behalf. Just tell the court that you always knew in your heart Tipperary Castle was meant to be mine. You’ll do that, won’t you?’ That was what she said.

“I knew full well that Tipperary Castle meant the world to Charles. We talked of it often. He felt he belonged there, that his soul was there. And, of course, we’d discussed the possibility that it might have been O’Brien ancestral land a thousand years ago. The ghosts of race memory and all to that. Now here was this English lady asking Charles to secure it for her and her new husband—who was not a native Irishman. Protestant name, Somerville.

“Charles, ever the gentleman, said, ‘Of course,’ and said, ‘I understand,’ and ‘Indeed—’ but she cut him off. ‘Good,’ said she. And that was that. Not a ‘please’ or a ‘thank you.’ He nodded, in that grave sort of way that he had—it reminded me of an elephant, a big nod of the head. And then she said, ‘By the way, I’m sending in a new caretaker. We need somebody there every day.’ Then she was gone. She grabbed the crocodile bag, upped, and went.

“At the door, though, she looked back, just for half a second, and if I hadn’t known Charles’s story, I’d have sworn it was the sort of look any man would want to get from a woman. Especially a woman as beautiful as that. What kind of a look was it? It was a look—a look . . . well, a look of longing. And, I’d say, admiration. Then she was gone.

“Charles—what a hammering that poor man had taken—he looked at me, crestfallen. ‘What did you think of her?’ said he.

“All the evidence I had seen and heard suggested that I shouldn’t like this woman—not like her at all. But, to my surprise, that wasn’t the case. I liked her a whole lot, and I immediately saw the tragedy of the business, because even on my short acquaintance I was able to confirm one thing to my good satisfaction: that she was the perfect woman for him. There was an air between them—even in that short and somewhat harsh meeting, there was a rightness to the two of them together. A kind of a spark.

“So I answered Charles’s question something like this: ‘You’ll probably be surprised to hear that I liked her very much.’ And I added, ‘Ask me again tomorrow and I’ll see how she stays in my mind.’ Needless to say, he did ask again, and this time I said, ‘I like her even more today.’ And said he, ‘So I wasn’t wrong to have fallen for her?’ Said I, ‘Not at all. Quite the opposite.’ I meant it; I mean it to this day. She was twenty-two years younger than he, and they were perfect for each other.

“But I was only twenty, and what did I know of love or anything at that age? Strange business.”
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So passed the spring, summer, and autumn of 1908 for Charles O’Brien. In his lowest fantasies he couldn’t have expected such turmoil, such roller-coaster fortune. First, he’s installed, even if only caretaking, in the castle and estate to which he feels he belongs spiritually. The assignment makes him happier than he has ever been. Next he is suddenly wounded by persons unknown, and drifts toward death.

Then, after coping with the depression of humiliation that follows a physical assault, he is again struck down. He endures week after week of fevered infection. But he recovers, fights it off, and acquires a new, sparkling, resourceful, and admiring friend.

Then he hears the news that the woman he so desperately wants to share his life with is now out of his reach. She has—dread thought— married another. It seems never to have crossed his mind that she might. And finally, she appears to use him even more blatantly than before. This time, however, his helping her will cut him out of his own dreams. And then, in a savage payoff, she fires him from the task that he loved with all his heart, and was doing for no remuneration.

Given what we know of his romantic excitability, we could assume that Charles was in a much worse condition than he was when he first fell for April and was rejected by her. And we may assume that he went down somewhat under the blows of the world. After the encounter with Yeats (which took place the day before the shooting), no entries appear in the “History” until the end of May 1909.

He doesn’t give the date; we can guess at it from Amelia’s journal. In a cursory entry that remarks the weather (“unseasonally cold”) and the growths of the spring (“good after all the rain”) she observes briefly that “Charles and Harney have embarked upon a journey. They have made it mysterious. I mean—they have not told us where they are bound. Charles merely said that he had ‘some people to see.’ But Harney will be a good companion for him.”

Charles’s next entry begins discursively. Then we discover the reason for this mysterious journey. He wants to visit people on whom his cures might not have worked. And he wants to find out whether one of them, out of revenge or hostility, shot him.
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When, in childhood, I wished to be helpful, as children do, I worked alongside the various people on the farm. Inside, I watched Cally and Mrs. Ryan cooking and baking. Mrs. Ryan’s daughter taught me how to pluck a fowl. When older, in the open air, I assisted by fetching the cows from the fields for the morning and evening milking.

In those days, Jimmy Hennessy and Dan Danaher, who tended the dairy cattle, showed me how to wash a cow before milking and then how to milk. And in time, I learned to enjoy the dairyman’s position, which kept my head pressed to the cow’s flank, as I squirted the milk and listened to the pail ring with each thin white jet.

Sometimes, when I came home from my healing travels and took leisure at Ardobreen, I liked to return to these practices. They calmed me and brought me back into a safe world. Perforce, I made few observations toward my History for the year 1908 and part of 1909; I spent fourteen months in the county Tipperary. For reasons too painful to discuss, I required peace and quiet. Suffice it to say that some assailants wounded me.

But one night, into my life stepped the man who would become my dearest and most faithful friend, Joseph Harney. Now I had found a companion, a clever and interested human, who would travel with me when I healed my patients.

It will be valuable to describe him. He is tall and thin, with a beaky nose and hair that flops. I had the impression that he had read every book that was ever printed, and he could draw extensive and accurate quotations from his copious memory. Nothing tired his mind, which inquired into every separate thing that he encountered. His speech was slow and clear, with little exaggeration of accent, which is generally true of the Kilkenny people.

I never saw in him any expression of uncontrolled anger; he was peaceful and he calmed everybody. In his most unusual characteristic, he could both think and act. Not many can apply a thoughtful survey to the great matters of the world; fewer can deal with physical matter. Joseph could do both; he could fix a bicycle wheel or consider whether Plato would gain a place in Ireland’s political systems.

He elicited favorable responses from both sexes; indeed, I never saw a man so liked. Once, I asked him to define his deepest ambition, a daring question to ask any man.

“To become a man of no ill will,” he said without hesitation.

“Where did you learn such a thought?”

Joseph said, “When I was twelve, my father gave me a large book about Abraham Lincoln. It contained many essays written by people who knew him. That was all I needed.”

I can here confirm one aspect of Joseph Harney’s quality. When I found that I was becoming generally short-tempered and impatient, I was easily moved to distress. Every time this manifested itself, Joseph—if present—made me “sit down and think.” He said, “It only takes a minute. Take out your watch, look closely at it. Follow the passing of a minute.” His advice proved beneficial, though sometimes I required many minutes.

In mid-1909, Joseph Harney and I set out on a journey. We had five destinations, all determined by me, and in different parts of the country. Sometimes, a cure will kick back upon a healer and his patient, with sad and regrettable outcome. More than once, I had been reproached by family members in a place I had previously visited, because my attempts to heal had not met with success. Hostility had been expressed, and I had thought it best to remove the irritant—namely, myself.

Based upon this experience, I deduced that it would not be good to leave such a hostile connection unappeased. Searching my memory, I found five occasions where the most bitter feelings might be harbored. Without telling my parents, I decided that I must confront each of those families where I knew resided the deepest animosity to me. I invited Joseph to accompany me.

When we began to travel, he gave himself a job to do—he was the one who planned the stages of the journey, where we would stay, how many miles a day we would cover, and, most important of all, our mode of transport: we rode bicycles. Harney taught me to cycle (he insisted that I call him “Harney”—said it made me sound like a gentleman with a manservant), and I mastered it immediately; he was an excellent teacher, and off we went.

After two days, we reached our first place of inquiry. The MacDonaghs lived in south Offaly, in a stone house with a slate roof; they had a small farm, and the father of the family had been a quarry worker. Dust from the stones he quarried had caused him sharp respiratory problems, and I had visited him upon a request from his brother, whom I had treated successfully for a chronically uncertain stomach (sweet warm milk, with honey, every night before retiring).

For the poor respiration I had prescribed balsam; but where I had shown him how to inhale the treatment in warm water, he went further; he drank it, and became so distressed at the taste and the gastric burning that he suffered a heart attack and died. As I had remained in the district, attending to others, I went to the funeral and was urgently accosted by his sons. I defended myself, but as I departed, the elder said to me that he would seek me out and kill me—“if it took ten years.” As the sinister Bruree horseman seemed to resemble this family, I had wondered whether a kinsman of some sort had been employed.

Harney and I decided to approach this house at eventide; he told me that he had a plan—and that it necessitated him entering the house first. He did, and I waited outside with the bicycles. A dog came and wagged its tail; I must admit that I felt apprehensive.

A long time passed. Harney came out, pulling the door closed behind him.

“We’ll travel on,” he said.

But I said to this boy of twenty-one, “No. I must see them.”

He looked alarmed. “Don’t do that. I didn’t get a good result.”

I started to walk to the house.

“Come with me,” I said. “We can’t have this.”

I knocked at the door, opened it, and stood there.

The family sat at their evening meal—the widow MacDonagh and her two sons and a daughter; the house had a dismal air, and seemed poorer than before. As I walked in, the elder son rose.

“Do you know what’s coming to you?” he shouted.

“Please allow me to speak.”

He would have none of it; he took a sickle from a hook on the wall and came toward me, swinging the implement.

Harney stepped in front of me and held out his arms like a supplicant.

“Here! Listen!” He got their attention, though they glared the coals of Hell at me. “Two things. First of all—do you think this man killed your father deliberately? If you do, you’re all eejits. Second thing. If he’s harmed—ever, by anyone, anywhere—I’ll harm you.” Enraged, he pointed to the son with the sickle. “And you won’t know when it’ll be. It might be next year—or when you’re sixty. But I’ll do it—myself. Now sit down and offer us a cup of tea like decent people. What kind of hospitality is this? We came a long way to see you.”

This threw the family into confusion. Mrs. MacDonagh, in her black, rose to the occasion and turned to the dresser for two cups and saucers (the family was drinking from mugs); her daughter moved to make room at the table; Harney fetched a chair for me. We sat down, in total silence.

I waited to see whether someone should speak. Soon, oppressed by this, I cleared my throat—and received a warning glance from Harney; I subsided. The silence continued—then Mrs. MacDonagh spoke.

“Big auction here next week.”

Harney, quick as light, asked, “Oh? Whose is it?”

The younger son answered. “A Gallagher man. His wife died; he’s going to America.”

Harney looked at the older son, who still had a seething air.

“You should buy that place.”

Mr. MacDonagh said nothing—but I saw his eyes flicker.

“Does your land adjoin it?” asked Harney.

“Our bottom field hits their big meadow,” said the younger.

“That’s the thing to do then,” said Harney.

The older son spoke, quick and sullen. “You need money to go to an auction.”

“There’s banks,” said Harney encouragingly.

Mrs. MacDonagh listened to all of this, and I saw that she had a yearning to her—she wanted her sons to prosper.

“We know no banks,” said Mr. MacDonagh again.

“We do,” said Harney. “Isn’t that right, Charles?”

I did know banks in Tipperary, and in Limerick; my mother’s family had strong banking connections. But I knew no banks in Offaly, and I said so.

“But you can introduce this man, can’t you?”

That night, I marveled again at Harney and his skills. At twenty-one, I was awkward and uncertain; he seemed capable of any situation. The MacDonaghs responded to him; by letter we performed introductions to the National and Royal banks. Some months later, we heard that they had bought another farm, not the one at auction—there had not been the time; but they had taken the next step in their lives.

“Always try to turn something bad into something good,” said Harney.

He established of a certainty that no MacDonagh had ever pursued me, they attained a kind of forgiveness of me, and on we rode, on our bicycles, with our side-panniers and front baskets, through driving rain and in lovely sunlight. In each of the other four households where we visited, we found progressively less hostility; indeed, we found warmth and welcoming attitudes. Much of this may be attributed to Harney’s friendliness, his refusal to let rancor float upon the air. When I look back upon it now, it feels like a journey of true progress.
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I believe that we are witnessing, in the pages of his account of his own life, a man in the throes of changing. Charles O’Brien, remember, began his “History” by wishing to change. He wanted with all his heart to make himself irresistibly appealing to the young woman by whom he had been smitten. From this point in his text, it soon becomes plain that he was beginning to undergo a maturing process.

For years he had ridden around the country like an innocent abroad. In comparison with the works of other observers, including those of more formal historians, his general observations of his society were accurate and valuable. Where he seemed out of true came in his judgment of his own life, on which he seemed to have a poor hold.

He adored his father, yet we learn from his mother that his father reciprocated that love less than fully. Charles saw himself as upstanding and dashing, yet he had to be told to wear clean shirts. He blundered onto the stage of Anglo-Irish politics with the unfortunate incident of Parnell, where he was used like a simpleton by the British press hostile to Parnell. And he chose for the love of his life a woman who rejected him completely.

In the love affair, though, something may have been right. If someone as sharp as Harney thought that April Burke would have been ideal for Charles, then he can be assumed to have had some accuracy in his view of himself—even if he wasn’t totally aware of it.

We also know that he found out one major fact about himself. He could be at home, feel at one with the world, in Tipperary Castle. Yet that raised the stakes for his life and his good management of it, because he was, as yet, no more than a bystander in that drama (although he did make a significant contribution, to which we’ll come in a moment).

His reaction to misfortune—of which he tells us little—is fascinating. Suddenly, instead of languishing, he does something more than brave. Without giving the full details, he sets out to find the people who might have shot him. No fear does he express that this time they might finish the job. Instead, he finds them all, faces them, and sits down with them.

Unfortunately, Joe Harney is not on record regarding that extraordinary journey he took with Charles O’Brien in the summer of 1909. His view of it would have been compelling—especially given what a different picture we get of Charles through Harney.

Charles was as selective as any historian. Whatever his protestations of the integrity essential to the record he was keeping, he tells us only what he wants to tell us. He glosses over his injuries, and the subsequent illnesses and fevers. And he paints April in a kindly light no matter how cynically she used him. But Harney fills in Charles’s outline.

And, fortunately, Harney was in court for Charles’s evidence in the Tipperary Castle hearings. Charles himself never reveals that he was even there.
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Yes, I got dragged into that case. Well, the use of the word “dragged” is excessive; I went along willingly, because my great friend Charles O’Brien was giving evidence. It was May, I remember, not long after Easter; the year was 1910, I’m fairly certain of that. I was over at the O’Briens’ house on the Sunday. Charles was never any good at asking any favors for himself—it was his mother who said, “Did you hear that Charles is called as a witness in the case?” She didn’t even need to specify—it was known as “the case.” So that if you said, “Any news of the case?” everyone knew what you were talking about.

I knew what Mrs. O’Brien was hinting at, so I said, “I’ll go with you. When is it?” And Charles of course demurred.

“Tuesday,” said his mother, and she told me afterward that she was delighted that I’d go.

He was called the minute the court sat on the Tuesday morning. Which was unusual in those cases—mostly they began with legal arguments over knotty points that came up the previous day.

We spent the night before in a hotel near the courts, and Charles and I sat up until very late, discussing not so much what he would say as how he would say it. He was fifty that summer, but he was the youngest and least confident fifty-year-old—man or woman—that I ever knew.

I remember saying to him, “You have a wonderful gaze. It’s very truthful. And it’ll stand you in good stead, because you’re supposed to speak your evidence to the judge. So just look at him and he’ll believe you.”

Then we worked out something that could have got us into trouble! I was to sit in the public gallery, and if Charles saw me putting my hand to my forehead, he was to slow down. When he got agitated, he always said too much and spoke too quickly—through nerves, I expect. And I wanted to be able to send him a reassuring sign that would help him to slow down.

It worked perfectly, and everything went very well. For a start, he dressed elegantly; he had a dark suit of clothes, and he wore a blue striped shirt with a white cutaway collar and a black-and-white-checked tie with a little diamond stickpin. And he had a sober waistcoat. He looked magnificent—the hair was still powerful, he had a look of Beethoven to him.

But he needed something to help him—because the way he was treated in court would have rattled any man. First of all, he was examined and then cross-examined, as happens with most witnesses, unless they’re experts who don’t need to be challenged. Now, in all such cases, the person who does the examination is the lawyer who’s supposed to be on your side, then comes the cross-examination, from the opposition, and that’s supposed to be hostile.

In this case you’d wonder which was the more hostile, because, of course, the first part of the questioning, the supposedly benign part, was done by Stephen Somerville, April’s husband, with his black beard cut like a spade. He was so hostile to Charles that the judge intervened, and I thought he was going to ask him, “Whose side are you on?” He was rough! I can remember his first question—more of a remark, really.

“Mr. O’Brien,” said he, “it is not customary for men to wear jewelry in court.”

He was referring to the tiepin; he said it with a smile, but you could feel the barb. Everybody looked up, Charles looked over at me, I put the palm of my hand to my forehead—and Charles turned to the judge.

“My Lord,” he said, and he had this great, polished Tipperary accent and, of course, perfect courtesy—he got it from both parents—“My Lord, I was not aware. And I’m wearing cuff links. Do they count as jewelry?”

Of course he knew that the judge and all the other lawyers were wearing cuff links—everybody did in those days. The judge laughed—and he was a bit of a sour old bugger in his way—but he laughed.

“Mr. O’Brien,” said he, “you have drawn the most appropriate form of attention to the ridiculousness of your barrister’s remark.”

You see, the judge did a number of things there: He relaxed the witness. He pointed up Stephen Somerville’s nonsense. And he reminded Somerville whose side he was supposed to represent. By the way, Miss Burke herself wasn’t in the court that day—which surprised me.

Charles acquitted himself very well. After a while I was able to stop passing my hand across my forehead and sit back and enjoy the spectacle. Charles was dignified. He was thoughtful. They couldn’t rattle him. When my old friend Dermot Noonan got up, he did his best. He was fighting to get the land into official hands so that people could buy it. I was taken aback by his attitude. He was antagonistic. And he was, I have to say, nasty.

He tried to dig into the relationship between Charles and April, but Charles didn’t get caught. He just answered the questions as though he were a gentleman—which is exactly how he came across, and exactly what he was. Dermot’s a tough man—but he couldn’t shake Charles.

I’ve always believed that Charles won that case for April Burke, which, given the circumstances of the time, was very ironic. Like all great cases, it happened in one exchange—and we knew that it had happened. It came late in the second day, when Dermot was really stuck into Charles.

Dermot said to him, “You know this property—these lands, this house—better than anyone in Ireland, is that not so?”

Charles said, “Perhaps. I have certainly spent more continuous time there than anyone I know.”

You see, Charles’s answers were so reasonable and well mannered that you couldn’t figure out whether he was answering for his own side or the other’s.

“So what is your opinion of the place? I mean,” said Dermot, “you’re a well-traveled man, you hobnob with the aristocracy.”

“I believe it very beautiful,” said Charles.

“Is it the most beautiful you’ve ever seen?”

Charles turned to the judge. “My Lord, beauty is in the eye of the beholder, and it would be invidious to make an unfavorable comparison with other houses, in so many of which I have received great hospitality.”

The judge himself owned a fine place in Wicklow, a house and estate of which he was known to be proud, and he nodded in grave agreement. And then came the winning point.

Dermot Noonan said to Charles, “Whom do you believe should own this house and land?”

Said Charles, “The party who will most preserve its beauty and usefulness for this country.”

Said Dermot, “Why is that necessary?”

Charles took his time in answering; he turned to the judge and said, “My Lord, I believe that in the years to come, no matter what way the history of this country bends, Tipperary Castle and the gardens—they’re a matter of world beauty.”

Now, this unsteadied Dermot, and he was then jostled by the judge, who told him he must ask questions to elicit facts, not opinions.

So the next question was “And why do you think Mrs. Somerville”— he laid emphasis on the “Mrs.,” to unsettle Charles, I suppose, to needle him—“why do you think she’s the one who could do that?”

Charles had his answer ready. “Well,” said he, “up to now all the local people have ever tried to do is damage the property. They try to break into the building. Or they steal grazing, they turn their animals in there unlawfully. The first act of Mrs. Somerville’s was to appoint someone whom she knew would take close care of the place. I believe that if she owns it, she will turn it into a national treasure.”

There was something very convincing in the way he said it. No drama, no great legal clinching point—just a steady conviction. His evidence came across as, well, irrefutable.
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The final paragraphs of Mr. Prunty’s note on the Tipperary Castle case assemble everything neatly.

“Months of delay and counterclaim had already stretched into years, and in 1911, the case was decided before Sir Michael King-Hamilton. The learned judge gave three lengthy disquisitions, one toward each side of the argument. First he dismissed the Crown’s right to disperse the house and lands by sale. The learned judge said that he understood the great national interest in the case, given the recent direction that Irish lands had been taking ‘back into native hands.’ And in any case, the Crown had never taken any rights over this—still private—estate.

“Then he dismissed the claim by Mr. Dermot Noonan, a self-proclaimed member of Sinn Fein, who, via the provisions of the Wyndham Act, sought the property’s ‘rightful return to the people of Tipperary from whom it had been taken by Plantation in the year 1587.’

“In his dismissal, the learned judge made comment upon Mr. Noonan’s ‘meticulous and even scholarly Research, going back hundreds of years—some of which, it has to be said, eventually came to rest in that land where no proof may be adduced, the Land of Myth.’

“Finally he addressed the ‘fresh inheritance’ of Miss April Burke of London, who in the meantime had become the wife of Mr. Stephen Somerville, K.C.

“The learned judge likened her lawyer’s presentation to ‘a mystery and its attempted solution.’ Family trees had been climbed and their branches shaken and their roots pulled out, scrutinized minutely, and stuck back in the ground. Valiant efforts had been made by Miss Burke’s lawyers, who ‘trod the avenue of probability with great determination.’ Miss Burke herself had been a ‘more than sincere witness’ in the decisions that would affect her own destiny.

“She had also provided her late father’s sole family heirloom—a drawing of the property in Tipperary that had been given him as an infant. The judge said he had taken ‘personal care’ to assure himself that the drawing was indeed an accurate likeness of the property, that he was satisfied on the point. He must also acknowledge—in the spirit of the law, he said, if not the letter—the power of such a piece of evidence in the family’s belief of their rights to this property.

“Without the under-strengthening force, he said, of long-standing family beliefs and traditions, Society, in his opinion, would collapse. He felt ‘obliged to point out’ that all Irish people depended upon family beliefs in the pursuit of their rights to their land.

“In his conclusions, the learned judge cited only two passages of evidence”—these were asterisked by Mr. Prunty in the transcripts—“and they came from his section on Miss Burke’s claim. The learned judge drew upon this evidence to adduce the integrity of Mr. O’Brien’s testimony. He said that Mr. Noonan had defeated his own case by, in effect, trying to prove opposites: that Miss Burke (as she had been at the case’s outset) had sufficiently poor character to use Mr. O’Brien in a misleading way, and would therefore prove base enough to lay false claims. Yet the rejected suitor, who, Mr. Noonan hoped had good reason to despise her, had testified with great strength as to her ‘natural connection’ to the estate.

“In eventually finding for Mrs. Burke-Somerville, and in awarding her costs and compensation for Chancery’s neglect of the house in its vacated state, the learned judge garlanded his Judgment with caution. The final paragraph of his Judgment reads: ‘I am aware that I am standing on grounds more fought over than anything in the Bible, capable of igniting more fire than Vesuvius. And yet a bridgehead must be established. We own what we know we own, and the knowing forms a central claim to what I may define as Notional Title. If Notional Title can be supported by evidence of any kind—even evidence that has been clouded by the mists of time and unrecorded circumstances, and by the furtiveness of the past—if such cloudy evidence points toward Notional Title, then, as in this case, I feel sure that the law must behave as in Nature, and observe the principle of Natural Home. And so, Notional Title becomes Natural Title.’ ”
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The two pieces of evidence asterisked by Mr. Prunty run as follows in the transcript:
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Mr. Stephen Somerville: What made you believe in your and your father’s rights to this property?

Miss Burke: It is something that I simply knew was right from the moment I heard of it.

Mr. Somerville: How old were you when you first heard of Tipperary Castle?

Miss Burke: I believe about ten years old.

Mr. Somerville: And when you went there—at, I believe, the age of twenty-two?

Miss Burke: I felt that I had come home. It is something that I cannot describe.
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Mr. Dermot Noonan, cross-examining: How closely did you observe Miss Burke’s demeanor on that day?

Mr. O’Brien: Very attentively.

Mr. Noonan: Which is why you have felt able to tell the court that she seemed “so at one”—your term—with Tipperary Castle and its land?

Mr. O’Brien: She seemed wonderfully natural when there. And it is my belief that she had never been in an Irish field in her life. She lived in London.

Mr. Noonan: You were in love with her in those days, were you not?

Mr. O’Brien: Yes.

Mr. Noonan: And therefore biased in her favor, surely?

Mr. O’Brien: Justice must always supersede love.

Mr. Noonan: But you are prepared to give evidence in her favor?

Mr. O’Brien: If honest to do so, yes.

Mr. Noonan: Are you still in love with her?

Mr. O’Brien: That is an entirely improper question. She has married.
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The estate of Tipperary Castle was awarded to April Somerville in 1911. All over the county few people talked of anything else. The archives of The Nationalist in Clonmel show the coverage—page after page, week after week.

Opinion split three ways. The Anglo-Irish welcomed somebody who had married one of their own: now those who wanted to stay on in their estates felt strengthened. Moderate Irish people felt perhaps that some kind of ancestral justice had been done to the name of Burke but also felt a little cheated at the entry of a Somerville—a Protestant. And republicans, dreaming of independence and the recovery of all ancestral lands, fumed at the loss of thousands of rich acres.

By now, Joe Harney had gone to Queen’s College in Cork (today, University College Cork). And Charles distributed his life between lingering at home, visiting and staying with various friends, such as Lady Mollie Carew, and—far fewer—bouts of travel as a healer.

During weekends, Harney took the train to Tipperary and stayed with the O’Briens, even when Charles had gone elsewhere. On vacations, though, he traveled with Charles, and his company may have been enjoyable, but it must also have proven distracting. The evidence—or lack of it—suggests that Charles compiled little observation of the country’s social and political life during that time. Nor does he seem to have made any significant contribution to newspapers or journals.

It’s not as though he lacked matter to report or comment upon. Ireland raged with talk of Home Rule or the possibility of a republican insurgency. Europe—and the world—fretted about the probability of a war declared by Germany. Both issues had a synergy, because Irish activists saw in the likelihood of a war a chance to put on pressure and achieve, as a beginning, Home Rule.

Given all of this material and, as we have already seen, Charles’s liking for discussing the events on a large stage, his silence seems peculiar. The answer comes in his mother’s journal for Sunday, 25 January 1914. By and large, her weekend entries were her longest; this was an exception.



It is over. The dread that I have carried for more than forty years has arrived. Its cargo will become the weight I bear now to my grave. We buried my beloved son on Friday. In the rain and sleet we lowered him into the ground. I am unable to sit or stand. My heart is screaming. It is against the law of the world that a child should pre-decease its parents.

Poor Euclid, how I shall miss him. When the hour comes tomorrow that I should wake him from his afternoon sleep, and give him a cup of tea—what shall I do? It is ten o’clock and the night outside is quiet. I shall not sleep. Nor will Bernard, who is speechless with grief.
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As this is a History of my own life as well as of my country in my time, I shall here acknowledge my brother, Euclid. He passed away on a January day when we all sat with him. I have seen patients die, I have seen them struggle to live, despite their mortal ailments, and I have seen them slip away as quietly and swiftly as a fish into a dark pool. Euclid lingered; he rallied—two, three, four times. If he knew that he was passing from us, he did not say.

In the previous few years he had grown frailer by the month, then by the week; and since Christmas, by the day. Seeing his condition, I had not returned to the road. In the second week of January, Mother asked Father and me whether we should place Euclid’s bed by the fire in the larger drawing-room—what we call the Terrace Room—because the long windows give out onto the terrace and thence with a view to the wood. That day, with much effort, we moved a spare bed to a place near the fire; and a day-bed into the room, also, where I lay many nights, talking to him, telling him “tales from the road,” as he called them. I carried Euclid downstairs on the day we moved his bed; I have carried five-year-old children who weighted heavier.

He had, Mother now says, ailed since birth. Food never sat well with him; he picked here and there at his plate, he ate like a bird and not a beast. Thin since infancy, he never gained a continuous robustness. I recall no more than two summers, and those not in succession, when Euclid looked strong and healthy, and even then, the impression came principally from the sun’s tanning of his face.

We have never known the name or cause or root of his ailment. I believe that he had a weakness since birth, that he lacked a density of blood. He was born into a household where his three family members bulge with energy—and he was granted none.

But he had the grandest soul. He had wit, humor, quickness, and a fire in his heart that, had it warmed his body, would have taken him upright through life. I believe that he was undermined by his own puzzlement at what ailed him, and that he railed at whatever denied him the same physical force as his father, mother, or brother.

He attempted to compensate with deliberate oddity in his demeanor, and with out-of-the-ordinary intellectual inquiry. Too poorly always to join a college or university, he surrounded himself with books—of all kinds, on all manner of subjects. To Euclid, the discovery of a new fact was as a gemstone to a lady; it thrilled him, he turned it this way and that, to let the light shine on it, and he carried it with him proudly, his beauty enhanced by showing it to the world.

I believe that he decided to die. The new place to lie, close to the heart of the house, rather than remote in his bedroom, seemed to elevate him for a time. He much enjoyed the flames in the larger fireplace; he found the influx of company exciting—because those who called to the house now engaged with him, brought him news. Perhaps we made the move too late— many years too late. Had we sacrificed the Terrace Room earlier, would the energy of the world,as it came to our door, have kept him alive?

But I believe that he had already taken his decision.

He told nobody. On the Sunday, I was sitting with him at two o’clock in the afternoon. The fire blazed; Mother and Father had driven to Holycross, where our long-retired and now ancient housekeeper, Mrs. Ryan, had fallen ill. Euclid took a little soup, no more than a spoon or two, and he had said little all day. Then he spoke.

“What do you offer for a pain in the chest and arms?”

I asked him, “Show me where.”

“It’s been here”—he indicated his left shoulder and upper arm— “since Thursday; it keeps coming back.”

I said, “Let me get my bags.”

Euclid shook his head. “I can’t take anything. My mouth, my throat—I have no way of doing it.”

I helped him to sit up a little, but after a few minutes he said, “I want to lie flat.”

Those were almost his last words. Mother and Father returned soon and did not need to be told. Their eyes, when they turned to me, were filled with darkness; it is a sight I have seen often, the sight of fear entering a person’s soul when they know in their heart that a loved one is going to die.

Did we sleep, any of us, for the rest of the week? I think not. If I went to bed any night, I woke again after an hour or two—and came downstairs to find Mother or my father, or both, sitting in the shadows thrown by the fire. Mother read to Euclid; he liked Tennyson and Coleridge, and I heard “on either side the river lie/Long fields of barley and of rye,” and I heard of painted ships on painted oceans.

We were all present when he went. He had been lying quieter and quieter, taking no food, sweating a little. At eleven o’clock in the morning, he raised a hand to his left shoulder, said, “This hurts,” and then sighed. He did not move or cry out; nor did his throat rattle. None of the things of Death came to his bedside; he merely went away. Father rose from his chair by the fire and spread his hands out from his body, opening and clenching his fists, opening and clenching, and blinking his eyes. And Mother said, looking at me with eyes wide open as though in surprise, “Now what will any of us do?”
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Eight months after Euclid O’Brien’s death, the Great War began, in September 1914. All summer it had rumbled. After the Serbs had assassinated the Archduke Ferdinand, and the Austro-Hungarian Empire declared war on Serbia, blood began to seep across the jigsaw of Europe. Germany invaded Belgium, and England called for all to rally in the defense of small nations.

In Ireland, the call was accompanied by a seeming promise of Home Rule in exchange for enlisting. There was also the fact that the army was, at least, a job. All in all, around three hundred thousand Irishmen died on the green fields of France. In terms of population, that proportionately represented nearly five times the number of men that England lost. Home Rule never came.

Almost regardless of their age, Irish farmers’ sons had turned up to enlist, as had laborers, mechanics, policemen, doctors, clerks, fishermen, bankers, plowmen, bakers, lawyers—and Charles O’Brien. He told Joe Harney that he had “come adrift when Euclid died” and did not know what to do with himself.

Harney tried to stop him. He had successfully dissuaded many other men. Harney had his own reasons for not wanting to see Irishmen join the British army. He knew that any man in a British military uniform was about to become a “legitimate target” in Ireland, according to plans in the pipeline for a rebellion.

Charles, nevertheless, went to the school in Golden and met the recruiting officers. According to the records, he was turned down for military service because the shooting had left him with a slight limp in his left leg—and, a secondary reason, because he was “much too old.” He doesn’t record his effort to enlist. Instead, at that point in his writings, he curiously recounts an earlier experience, the point of which becomes clear only later.
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When I reflect upon the great changes I saw in Ireland, I am bound to record a remarkable, daily, and distressing occurrence. Riding here and there, I often saw individuals and, sadder still, entire families on the road, laden with baggages, sometimes on a cart, sometimes walking. Always I knew their business, yet always I asked—and always I received the same answer: they were bound for the emigrant ship.

I know that had I kept a count, the numbers would run to many, many thousands. It occurs to me now that the reason I have not discussed them earlier is on account of their commonplaceness—I saw them all the time. Near the great ports of the coast, they grew more numerous. Once, I rode into Galway from the east and I might have been attending a funeral procession, so singular was the line of men, women, and children trudging to the ships. This sight—and this is what I mean by commonplace—had been familiar to me all my life.
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Overriding the protestations of his mother, Charles O’Brien decided, in the spring of 1915, to emigrate to the United States. Amelia argued that he had no visible future there, whereas if he stayed at home, at least he could live on the farm. It’s clear from her journal that she even suggested that he study medicine at the Queen’s College, Cork. Given some connections there, and an ability to pay a handsome fee, age would be no barrier.

Joe Harney had completed his studies. He worked in Dublin, a junior civil servant in the government land registry. This gave him less time to visit the O’Briens or be a companion to Charles. Amelia wrote Harney an anguished letter, which stayed in his family’s possession:



He says that he feels Ireland a desert now, with Euclid gone, with April lost to him, and you permanently at work. He won’t take over the farm— he says he is not a farmer, that he has no feeling for it, much though he loves our fields and our animals. 

But his decision has been a sudden one, and I feel that he has another reason, too painful to share. Now that “she’s” living in the castle, he sees “her” many times a week, always in the distance. He rides to the village. He has seen her in the town. He has to hear her being addressed as “Mrs. Somerville.” And they have never, so far as I know, conversed. 

Although he doesn’t speak of her, I know that in his heart he has never let go of her—and we have all heard of such attachments. In Charles’s case, I am certain that it will last for his whole life. 

Lately, he must have suffered new distress, because the talk locally is that such work as they have begun on the repairs of the castle has gone badly. Most of the workmen have fallen out with Mr. Somerville, who is drinking heavily and arguing with the workers. It has been stop and start and stop again. They say that, instead of progressing, their restoration has gone backward—that fresh damage has occurred owing to carelessness. Or—who knows?—malice. This must appall Charles. I am sure that he knows of it, because everybody else does. 



Harney replied to Amelia, saying that over Easter he would come to Ardobreen. But Harney’s train was delayed, and Charles, deciding that Harney was not coming, left. His father drove him to Tipperary, where Charles caught a train to Limerick.

Later that night, Harney arrived, just as Amelia and Bernard O’Brien were preparing to go to bed. She describes the moment in her journal: “Somebody hammered too hard on the door. Bernard said, ‘Harney.’ I said I doubted it. Bernard said, ‘He’s excited.’ We looked out of the window. It was Harney. I went downstairs and let him in. He seemed very agitated. As he had not eaten, I led him to the kitchen. He ate some cold chicken. Carefully, to take account of his state, I told him that Charles had gone. He jumped up from his chair. ‘Oh, my God in Heaven,’ he cried. I calmed him—or tried to. Then he stood in front of me, almost shaking.

“Mrs. O’Brien,” he said. “I heard it on the train. Stephen Somerville was killed. In France. In the war. He went there as an officer last week and was killed his first day out.”



6

[image: image]

That was Easter weekend 1915—to put a date on it, Easter Sunday fell on 4 April. Euclid had died, leaving behind, by the way, a massive fortune in investments; he had spent most of his life writing to stockbrokers and banks, and almost without exception every investment that he made paid off in multiple percentages. But Charles had reached a point where he’d decided that there was nothing left for him in Ireland.

To add to the pain of Euclid’s death, everything connected with Tipperary Castle wounded him. April, very much the lady of the manor, all furs and servants, was the talk of the place. Yet so remote was she from Charles that she might as well have been in Alaska.

And to cap it all, he was now hearing that the work on his beloved castle was going badly wrong. Stephen Somerville was drinking heavily, taking shortcuts, ordering inferior materials, and refusing to hire the best craftsmen. In other words, Somerville had not only stolen the woman who was Charles’s heart’s desire, he had stolen Charles’s principle of trying to preserve beauty.

As a sensitive man with a deep sense of responsibility, Charles must have been cut to the heart’s core. He still thought of himself as the natural warden of the place. He had nowhere to turn—so he might as well leave.

One man’s crisis is another’s chance—even an old cliché can have truth. (It was recognized among the Irish republican agitators who called for armed rebellion when the Great War broke out, saying, “England’s difficulty is Ireland’s opportunity.”) On that Easter Saturday, Joe Harney came down from Dublin at Amelia O’Brien’s invitation, heard en route that the “drunk in the castle” had died in the trenches—and realized that the one person who could prosper from this development had gone.

Harney and Amelia O’Brien sat down. Bernard did not appear (a fact that will have later, unpleasant significance) and figured between them where Charles might still be found. He might have had a head start, but Harney, from the depths of his affinity, felt that Charles was still in the country.

Always capable of heroic effort, Harney borrowed one of the farm laborer’s bicycles. That Easter Saturday night, Harney rode the thirty miles or so into Limerick. He had no light on the bicycle, he knew the road only moderately well—yet he kept going.

At five o’clock next morning, he knocked on the grand front door of Lady Mollie Carew’s house in Pery Square. An irritated man—the butler, but Harney didn’t know it—tried to shoo him away. Harney shouted through the letter box that he’d break into the house if he had to. The butler eventually opened the door.

But the bird had flown. Charles had left the house at nine o’clock the previous evening for a sailing to New York on a pre-dawn tide at four o’clock.
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He that has found a faithful friend, Mr. Yeats told me once, has found an elixir of life. One morning at dawn in the year 1915, my faithful friend Harney appeared, in unlikely circumstances. In a rowing-boat—and he had never rowed before—he took me from a ship that was leaving the port of Limerick. It became a commotion, with crew assisting my luggage to the rowboat, and passengers looking on, not knowing whether to cheer or commiserate.

Only a man as resourceful as Harney could have brought that off; some mechanical difficulty had held back our departure, and before we could get fully under way, Harney was alongside, hallooing. I do not know what he said to the mate who heard his request—but I do know that I forfeited my ticket (I was bound for the New World).

In the rowing-boat, as he pulled the short distance to the Shannon’s banks, he told me why he had come for me.

“I believe that you have an important part to play in the life of our country,” he said.

“For this you intercept me?” I asked.

“And for more than our country’s good,” he said, very serious. “For your own good.”

“Might I not have judged what could be good for me?”

And he answered, “Somerville’s dead. On the battlefields of Picardy.”

I know that I said quickly, “Is April safe?”—and immediately understood that her husband must have joined the defense of small nations.

“Now you know why I intercepted you,” Harney said.

We spoke little more for some time. He tied up the boat where he had found it, on the Shannon’s banks; he roused a hackney man to take me and my bags—he rode a bicycle alongside—back to Lady Mollie’s house, where we had breakfast and much excited talk.

In the midst of their speculation, I reminded my two friends that in all respects April had thoroughly rejected me. I said that I did not understand why they now believed my chances had so improved, and I told them bluntly that I felt sincere reluctance in approaching her.

They countered with opinions in which they almost matched each other. Lady Mollie said that, after Somerville, I would prove a wonder to the young widow, if only in the relief of being so different and so decent after “the lout” she had married.

And Harney said, “Why do you think Life has given you this opportunity?”

I disagreed, saying, “All that has happened is that a man has been killed. How many are going to die in this war? Each death can’t signify a dramatic possibility for someone else.”

The same hackney took us to Tipperary, and I was received at Ardobreen with elation. Harney was hailed and praised by Mother; and the rest of Easter passed in delighted peace.

On Monday morning, Mother said to me at breakfast, “Please shave, Charles, and dress in your finest. We have a visit to pay.”

I knew that she meant the castle, and I balked; Mother overruled me.

“We are neighbors and we shall behave as such.”

“I may prefer to wait outside.”

“You are representing your father, who cannot come.”

At this moment, it is appropriate to reveal how the war had taken over lives in Ireland. Several of the Great Houses had closed down; practical reasons dictated this course. Many of their laborers had been encouraged by the owners to enlist, and had gone off cheerfully to a thankless death in the savage mud of France. The landlords, whether at home in England or still on their Irish estates, gave space to distinguished families fleeing Europe, or arranged rosters of tasks for their estate workers and friends, such as the making of uniforms. Anglo-Irish gentlemen who were of age felt it a duty to offer themselves for the King against Germany’s Kaiser, and that is how Stephen Somerville became an officer in the ill-fated British Expeditionary Force, under General Haig.

I drove the pony-trap to the castle. My father had not yet succumbed to the temptation of a motor-car, but the Somervilles had; a blue-and-gray Dunhill sat by the terraces. I had heard about it but never seen it, and I liked it at sight. The domed brass of the headlamps reflected the blue of the lightly clouded sky. Mother saw my glance.

“We cannot afford it,” she said, and chuckled—which meant that Father had already been discussing it.

She reverted to briskness and said, “We shall not stay long, and we shall not talk about ourselves.”

A woman of enormous girth opened the door; she wore a maid’s uniform of black and white and had very short coal-black hair, cropped close as a boy; I recognized her accent as Galway.

As we stood in the hall, I surveyed the early attempts at work and felt my heart clench with disappointment. No debris from rain damage had been cleared; and timbers to be used in restoration and renewal had been piled high on top of the rotted plaster. I could see no workmen, and no evidence of work—and yet I knew that April and her late husband had been living here for some years. Perhaps such work as had been done had been directed to the upper floors.

In the clear acoustic of those open rooms, I heard the Galway maid say, “Mr. and Mrs. O’Brien, ma’am.” Then I heard the crisp footsteps that I had known since the streets of Paris.

At the far end of the ruined hallway, April appeared. She wore unrelieved black, a dress with a high black collar and a hem at fashionable mid-calf, black hose, and black shoes. In her hands she held a pen as though she had been writing.

Mother, ever the ice-breaker, said, “Good morning, April”—in that friendly, irresistible way. “Do you remember me, Amelia O’Brien? And of course you know Charles.”

I had taken off my hat, and I made a slight bow. Now I began to assess myself. Was my heart beating? Did my mouth go dry? Do I still think of her every day? I heard myself give an inward groan; and I know that I blushed. However, April—this cold girl, this organized, hard-minded, and brisk young woman, this assured and beautiful young widow—crumpled. She stood there, ten or twelve yards away, and began to cry. No noise came from her lips, no wail; she held the back of her hand over her mouth and tears flowed down her face.

Mother, her handbag over one arm, went toward her. The women embraced, and April wept on Mother’s shoulder. I could scarcely believe it; this ran counter to every impression of April that I had ever carried. Never had it occurred to me that she had any flexibility of emotion; never did I think that I should see the day when I would watch anything but determination in her face.

As she sobbed, Mother looked over at me and with a swift nod of her head indicated that I should leave. I stepped to the door and concentrated my gaze on the distance. As the foliage had not yet come back to the trees, I could see a little of our pink walls, Captain Ferguson’s wood, and the Beech Meadow.

Around the castle, however, I saw disorder. Supplies of building materials had also been piled on the stone terraces, and rain had seeped into some of them, rendering them useless. Two cords of timber had been leaned against a window; one had slipped, breaking a pane of glass. On this fine morning I would have expected visible industry all around the place; instead, two workmen sat on the bridge parapet far below. No energy came from that quarter.

I cannot say how long I stood there, waiting for Mother. When she came out she beckoned to me.

“I think she needs listeners.”

We went in and saw April standing at the door where we’d first spotted her, at the far end of the great hall. She gestured and we followed, picking our feet carefully over debris. Soon we found ourselves in the butler’s pantry, which seemed to have been restored to some functioning, and we sat down. As yet, I still had not spoken. She must have felt some embarrassment of me; when she spoke, she addressed Mother principally and gave me no more than the occasional glance, too brief to be inclusive.

“I want to tell this,” she said, “and I want to tell it no more. Already I have told one friend in writing, but I need to hear myself speak it.” From that moment, only she spoke.
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I did not want Stephen to go. He made the decision, and I think I know why he did it—too much drinking. He thought if he became an officer, with a purpose, and the company of men—it might help. Before he went, it had become unsavory here. I was incapable of dealing with his tempers, and sometimes when he wandered out into the fields at night, I did not know whether he would come back. More than once I went looking for him at dawn and found him lying asleep at the bottom of a sunken fence, or down in the lower garden, disheveled and stained. There is nothing that I dislike more.

When the war broke out, he talked and talked of asking for a commission. He wore me down. At first he went to London in September, in the first few days, when there was scarcely any fighting. He came home, said they weren’t ready for him, he was to go again at Christmas. But when Christmas came, he was too drunk to pull himself together, and he finally got to London at the end of January. They gave him some sort of assignment at a desk, and he chafed at it. Four weeks ago, they let him go to France.

I had a letter from him. He was delighted with himself—how can a man be happy at war? And he told me about a song. They were all singing it, he said, and he was the only one from Tipperary.

On the tenth of March, a Wednesday morning, I woke up here with a dreadful headache. And I knew that Stephen had died. I told nobody, but I got Helen, the maid, to drive me to the station. I took the boat to England, went to London to the war authorities, and they had no such dispatch. As far as they were concerned, Captain Stephen Somerville had gone to Béthune with the Royal Irish Rifles.

I caught the train to Dover, but I was stopped there by officers, who would not let me go to France. Back in London, the authorities told me that Stephen was in Armentières. Day after day, I went to the military offices. “Do you know of a Captain Stephen Somerville,” I asked over and over; and I used all my old friends and colleagues to try and get news of Stephen.

One afternoon, an officer to whom I had been introduced by a family friend sat at his desk and pulled lists from his attaché case.

“Madam,” he said to me, “all I can do is look at this list. If his name is not on it, you can call yourself lucky.”

But of course his name was on it, very high up. They told me that Stephen was one of the first to die on the first morning in Armentières— one of the first of thousands. And it was on the morning of my dreadful headache. I said to him, “Thank you.” This officer was about twenty-one. I must have said “Thank you” many times, because he took my hand and offered to help.

“Can you find Stephen? Can I take him back to Tipperary?”

He shook his head. “Madam, they must rest where they fell. Until things settle—until matters are clearer.”

I began to walk. No idea where, or for how long. That was when I heard the song, that dreadful song, in the night; they were singing it, because I walked past British soldiers outside public houses, and they had this song that Stephen mentioned in his letters, and I have the words in my head and the tune; I can’t bear it.
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Everybody born in Tipperary has been saddled with that song. When my wife and I traveled, we always got the rejoinder “It’s a long way” when we said where we came from. It was written by an English music-hall song-and-dance man who had never set foot in Ireland—Jack Judge. He had Irish grandparents.

Somebody in an English pub after a matinee made a bet with him one afternoon. Could he write a song for the evening performance? Nearby, he overheard a man giving directions to someone, saying, “It’s a long way to Lancaster,” and he won his bet. Everybody born in Tipperary knows that story.

But the song haunted the men of that frightful war, young men who came back aged, came back gassed and shattered, came back splintered and lame. I knew an old Great War soldier here in Clonmel. He told me that he had stopped going to pubs.

“Mr. Nugent,” he said, “now and again, with drink on him, some fellow will start a singsong. And sooner or later someone’ll sing that bloody oul’ song and I’ll start crying. I hate it.”
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As I think I’ve made clear, when I walked the Treece land, and then found the “leprosy” entry in that 1864 newspaper, I sensed that I was being enchanted a little by Charles O’Brien and his world. Very shortly after that, I recognized that I was irretrievably caught up. I embraced it with open arms. And, as is now clear, I told myself, “Follow every stream to its source.”

Béthune lies not much more than an hour from the English Channel coast, southeast from Saint-Omer, which lies southeast of Calais. This is old Picardy, where, in another old war song, roses are shining in the silvery dew. I went north from Béthune, up toward the Belgian border, looking for the country before Armentières. Now the cemeteries began, rows upon serried rows of white crosses, and I was asking myself, Why are you here?

The answer had several components. I had agreed with myself to dig into the story as deeply as I could. Already I knew that Charles O’Brien was an unreliable witness—and, indeed, that he meant to be. He deliberately left out significant information. What else can you say of a man who puts an entire life change in parentheses, and in seven words: “(I was bound for the New World)”? Above all, I have a powerful belief in the spirit of teaching.

Teaching is about the truth. It’s about the truth of the knowledge that you’re conveying. And it’s about the truth of the effect that such knowledge can have. When I was teaching Shakespeare, I wanted the boys to know that Hamlet behaved in an ugly fashion to Ophelia. But I also wanted them to know that he had been, as we say, “blackguarded” by his own father and mother. His father asked him to become a murderer. And his mother married the man who killed his father.

I’m merely citing this as an example. In the same spirit, I went to France. I felt I needed to see Stephen Somerville’s grave, to hear the bolt click home. If Charles, in his text, was less than forthcoming, I would compensate for that. Teaching is—or should be—about the whole truth.

To put it in a more concise way: I knew that my reason lay somewhere between checking on a man who had told me to “be careful” about him and getting a deeper grip on this slowly unfolding drama.

Stephen Somerville is buried in the military graveyard at Estaires, among Australians, Canadians, and New Zealanders. His inscription is simple: “Captain Stephen Somerville, Royal Irish Rifles, La Bassée 10th March 1915.”

Official sources say that Captain Somerville died when the Germans returned fire. They had been holding firm on the La Bassée ground for some time and were not about to be driven out. The English bombardment that aimed to shift them was the biggest ever in any war up to that point (soon, of course, to be exceeded by excess in the three years still to come).

Some of the local oral history will tell you that many of those who died in those three hellish days in March were killed by their own shells that fell short or malfunctioned—today’s euphemism is “friendly fire.”

Around these villages, if you ask, the local people will show you little hills out in the fields that seem no more than ordinary mounds of earth thrown up eons ago by glacial deposits heaving across the world, as the ice slunk back to the poles or the oceans.

But they have before and after photographs of these hills. And they will point out to you how more than a few were twice, three times bigger after the war than before. When you look puzzled and ask them, they shrug and say, “les corps”—the bodies buried inside those hills.

Incidentally, nobody could be more interested than an Irish history teacher in the fact that the general in that battle was Sir John French— the same man who later took disastrous charge of the British campaign against the Irish Republican Army.
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Back in Ireland, the widow Somerville had several choices. She could sell the estate and return to England. Or go anywhere, rich for the rest of her life. Or she could lease most of it and hope to collect rents. Or she could stay; she had enough capital to restore and develop the place.

Each option posed problems. If she sold and left, what would she do with her life? Become the quarry of fortune hunters? If she stayed and leased, would she be able to collect all the rents due to her? By now, tenancy of any kind had made the Irish irredeemably truculent. And if she stayed—how would she handle such a huge project?
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April closed her mouth firmly as she finished speaking of the song. She had become a little frantic as her story gathered pace; now she held her head higher, and I saw that she looked at Mother with almost a stare. Would she likewise look at me? She did not; she was trying to gain control of herself, and she made herself be still. In a moment, her eyes again began to fill with tears, until they held shining pools—which then began to slip in sheets down her face. When next she spoke, her voice had calmed.

“Papa had a saying; he spoke it every day. De mortuis nil nisi bonum. Of the dead say nothing but good. I speak it every moment to myself. And I am trying to let the next thought take me over and stop the worst thought, the nil nisi thought; there’s so much that I want to say, but nil nisi won’t let me. And so I try to get to the next thought, but I can’t. Is that how grief works?”

Mother said, “We lost Euclid. He was the dearest boy. Since then I have made errors every week in the farm accounts. For months my letters bore the date on which he died and I didn’t even know it.”

I had not known of this. Mother had never mentioned it—indeed, we spoke not at all to each other of our grief. I said, “Since he died, I go out into the world every day without my watch and have to come back for it. It’s as if I wished Time itself had halted so that he could still be with us.”

As I had not spoken until now, my words seemed to echo, and I recalled how much I had liked overseeing this building, and speaking aloud to myself, and hearing my words boom.

Mother looked over at me. “I did not know about your watch.”

I replied, “Nor I about your farm accounts.”

Mother turned to April, who was regarding me closely for the first time. “So you see, here we are, all in pain and grief. The best we can do is move on to the next thing.”

April threw out her hands in a hopeless gesture. “I do not yet know what the next thing must be.”

Mother said, “It will choose itself—and it will come and tell you.”
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TUESDAY, THE 6TH OF APRIL 1915.

The window is wide open and not a breeze comes through. Bernard has gone to bed but does not sleep. I hear Charles walking across the floor of his room—across and back again, across and back again. There is a floorboard that creaks each time. If I listened hard, I could count his steps. I know when he turns and retraces.

We had showers of rain this afternoon, from the west. Four lambs were born last night.

I shall go against myself. Against my former feelings. I shall become the friend of young Mrs. Somerville, if she will have it—and I believe that she will. But I shall not do this for Charles’s sake. It is easy to see that his passion for her has not dimmed. I think the opposite is the case. But I will not meddle in that. No, I shall do it for her sake. No young woman, no matter what her faults, should be left with such burdens.

Tomorrow I shall write to her. I shall tell her that she must come to me for tea and I shall go to her, each week, turn and turn about. And we shall do that until she sells Tipperary Castle and departs. As I believe she soon will.
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Before Amelia O’Brien could write her proposal, a letter arrived from the castle; it consisted of one sentence: “Although I am certain that he might not wish to do so, would it be possible to ask your son if he would call on me next Saturday?”

That was all; no mention of the visit, the condolences, the shared grief.

In Charles’s account of the condolences meeting with April, there’s a lot to read between the lines. A major impression emerges of April’s mixed feelings. The nil nisi remarks suggest that she was caught between sincere grief at the loss of a husband and what she wanted to say about Stephen’s behavior—but was prevented by convention. Almost certainly she had never discussed him with anyone. I have seen all the letters between April and Mrs. Moore, and no mention was ever made of anything untoward.

Nor, on the other hand—not even in the first flush of marriage—did April ever utter the predictable sentiments of an Edwardian young wife, such as “I have married the most wonderful man” or “Stephen is proving to be an excellent husband.”

To Mrs. Moore, she makes one or two remarks, along the lines of “the bliss of Tipperary on a summer evening” or “you should have seen dawn on the terrace yesterday.” But her comments always refer to the house and grounds, and never to the matrimony.

We can assume that Charles rode over to the castle on the Saturday, as invited. He kept no record of the meeting. We do not know from him or from April what was said. Nor do we know how he and April reopened their dialogue—or, rather, opened it; they had never had one.

And we do not know whether she made apologetic remarks (if she felt she needed to), or whether he again declared his love, although it seems likely that his mother would by now have advised him against any such approach.

But much can be divined from the fact that, a short time later, on Monday, 19 April 1915, Charles opened a “Daily Ledger” in Tipperary Castle and made these (and many more) entries:

“Still workable: 88 balks of oak; 10 balks of beech; 22 balks of ash (stable-yard doors & boxes); all balks 8 ft. by 4 inches by 2 inches; 160 planks of beech; 58 planks of maple; 300 pine; all future planks where possible 10 ft. by 18 inches (will accept 12 inches); nails to be determined—too numerous to be fashioned here?” (He also opened full and formal accounts ledgers.)

Sometime later, he told Harney about that first meeting alone with April. Charles said that by the time he got to the castle he was shaking like a leaf, and that he stumbled as he climbed down from the pony-trap, and almost fell. To his astonishment, “she was trembling too,” and they sat in the sunshine on one of the low parapet walls of the Long Terrace.

Neither seems to have said much at all when they met, and after a silence “I opened my mouth to speak, but she held up a hand.” In other words, widow or not, she was still in control.

“April said, as a question, ‘You love this place?’ and I said, ‘How can I disagree?’ To which she said, ‘Will you help me rebuild it? The house and the gardens? And the land? I have been told that I have all the money that will be needed.’ Harney, I was astounded.”

Charles then asked what she had in mind when she used the word “rebuild”—whether she meant to bring it up to a good, usable standard or whether to restore it to its former glory.

“Then, she captured me again. She said to me, ‘What was it Mr. Wilde said about preserving beauty?’ I caught my breath, and pressed her on the point, and she said, ‘Italian marblers, French painters, the best English carpenters, the great Irish stuccodores, the finest farm stewards.’ Naturally, I said that this would cost several fortunes. And then she told me what she was worth—and she could have rebuilt ten Tipperarys.”

In September, April wrote to Mrs. Moore, who had just paid a visit:

“Kitty, to think that I should now be sharing in your high opinion of Charles. I am amused that you recall that letter from Paris. Who could have believed that such a wild creature should be concealing such a greatly capable man? Papa tried to tell me, but I would not listen. Now Papa must be smiling.”

During that year, Amelia O’Brien made many entries in her journal. But she mentions Charles or April so rarely that it must have been deliberate. She discusses her own farm, her husband’s poor breathing, notes the passage of the late Euclid’s birthday (she put flowers in his empty room each year) and Charles’s birthday, on 21 June. But she makes only a few passing mentions of Tipperary Castle.

“Now we have Italians staying in the village,” she wrote. “A father and two sons. They have come to work on the Hall and Grand Staircase.” And: “Charles has gone to the train in a great welter of excitement—his foreman carpenter arrives from Bristol today.” And: “Who is this new man, my son? How he is flourishing! Is he going to dazzle us all with his energy? With the brilliance of his judgments?”

It’s possible to read the journal as though Amelia might have been holding her breath, watching to see if anything might develop between her son and the beautiful young widow in the castle. But her entries also suggest that she was determined to make the world roll on. In fact, she includes a greater number of housewifery details than was usual for her.

“Mrs. Tobin has stopped adding baking soda to the washing. Doesn’t she know it makes the clothes softer?” And: “I taught Mrs. Tobin today to soak the candles in salt and water. To reduce the candle wax dripping. She told me I should tell Father Cantwell for the church candles. ‘He’ll give you a special blessing, ma’am.’ She looked at me as though I needed a special blessing.” And: “I again polished Euclid’s boots today. It is a way, I suppose, of not missing him unbearably.”

The next entry from Charles resumed his “History.” This time, we learn that in the latter half of 1915, the restoration work had slowed down on account of the weather, and he had a little time to spare. Now we begin to see the “new” man. From the moment he took over the restoration of Tipperary Castle, his words convey a newfound strength.
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After not much more than a year under way in the war with Germany, it had taken a heavy toll on Ireland. We were persuaded by Mr. John Redmond that were we to support King and Country we should be writing our own docket to Home Rule. Long had we known what Home Rule would mean—our own parliament in Dublin, our own laws for our own people.

I was in a cleft stick. How I should have loved to have been traveling Ireland, to hear the many views that I knew were being expounded. As a country, we were dividing cleanly into three simple factions: those who wished revolution, even if bloody, and they included my dear friend Harney; those who believed that we must continue to seek the peaceful direction of Home Rule (and my parents had declared for Mr. Redmond, as they did for Mr. Parnell); and those who desired the status quo—that Ireland remain a territory of the Empire, fully governed by the Parliament in London; in this position April placed herself.

And I was divided because much as I longed to, I had no time or freedom to explore these divisions up and down the country. For the time being, I had changed from healing the people to healing this great estate of Tipperary, and I must confess that it was proving more absorbing than the nation itself.

Perhaps my earlier experience as the court-appointed Responsible Overseer made it natural for me to be the one who would steer the estate through its recovery. April had decided, with the influence of her husband’s great bequest, to make Tipperary Castle her permanent—indeed her only—home; she sold the house in London. I accepted her invitation to renew my oversight on the property, to manage the estate back into life.

The work soon began; I divided the requirements into four categories: the House—meaning restoration of the exterior and interior fabric to the pristine brightness of its originality; the Contents—repair of the many hangings and pieces of magnificent furniture; the Gardens— cleaning and refurbishment of the Parterre, the Knot (almost vanished beneath wild growths), the two pavilions (known as Major and Minor), and the herbaceous borders that ran in lines hundreds of yards long from the Terrace down the Eastern Steps to the riverside; the Land—full use of the four thousand acres, which entailed the determination of proportion between arable and livestock, and the eventual purchase of herds and flocks.

My earliest steps in this mammoth task had to account for two things: work already undertaken, along with the supplies so far purchased to that end, and the long search for those who would accomplish the most beautiful repairs. I needed men who knew stucco better than anyone, plaster experts who could reconstruct freehand the great designs of the house, or who knew how to make molds in the rooms in which they worked. And I required the same standards in stonework, whether masonry or carving; and men who painted like angels; perhaps above all, I needed superb carpentry.

At the end of my first week, when I had made all these assessments and began to measure the range and size of the tasks facing me, I sought April. Our conversation was brisk and clear; she added admirable sharpness to each point. I gave it as my opinion that, were we to get a good proportion of what we needed by way of craftsmen, labor, and materials, we saw an eight-year-long prospect facing us.

I think that she was a little dismayed by this; but I counted out for her the likely duration of individual renewals—the Grand Staircase would take, I believed, at least two and a quarter years to restore.

She wanted, she said, to become a full partner in all of this. It was her wish, she insisted, to learn everything about her own house: how the stone was cut; how the marble slabs were quarried in Kilkenny and Italy; how the magnificent birds with their corbeled beaks were made out of plaster, how their brilliant whiteness would be achieved in the making.

We discussed, at her initiative, how I should be compensated. In previous times I would certainly have said that the work, the service of her wishes, would provide reward enough. Now I held my tongue; she offered a good stipend, and I accepted. Also, I had the common sense to understand that I would surely fail if I attempted to do it all under my own sole leadership. Therefore, I agreed with April that I needed a very competent assistant, a man with the potential to deputize for me when I must be away somewhere, hiring, purchasing, or simply learning from other Great Houses how I must proceed. She freed me to choose whomever I wished, and I invited Joseph Harney. He readily gave up his job and began with me in the first week of June.

Here I must add that Harney cautioned me when I asked him. He said that “events” might overtake his role in the house, but that he believed these matters would in the long term prove to our benefit. I knew that he was party to political affairs, and I knew too that were a rebellion to come—as many expected—he would be in the thick of things.

And I should interject a dark note. When I came back to the property, some workmen still hung around in that first week, including the pair that I had seen sitting on the bridge when Mother and I came to condole with April. For a week or so, I took no action. Then, one day, as I was examining the collapsed stalls in the stable-yard, I heard one of these fellows greeting a newcomer.

They knew each other well—but they did not know that I was within earshot. As they exchanged bantering pleasantries, I looked out through a hole in some planks—and I saw that the man who had just arrived lacked a finger on one hand. This was the lout who had accosted me on the road to Bruree; and I suspected, but without being able to ascertain it, that I had seen him ride by on another unpleasant occasion. I burst out of the stable, he saw me—and ran.

When I asked the workman who this fellow was, he answered me sullenly that he did not know. I dismissed him instantly (and his sole colleague left that week). As to the man who ran away—there was nothing that I could do. My mistake was not having challenged him and his insolence on that day when he snatched Della’s reins from my hand. But I vowed that were I ever to meet him again, he would feel my knuckles.
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In 2003, the Irish government published the proceedings of a study group set up to examine the country’s “heritage,” which meant, the document said, “built and natural heritage.” Here is the second paragraph from the Foreword:

“The built heritage includes a wide range of structures from terraced houses to thatched cottages, bridges and boundary walls to canals and castles, but the ‘Big House’ has a special place in Irish architectural history. Once considered not to be part of our patrimony, these magnificent eighteenth and nineteenth century houses, built by Irish builders, are now increasingly valued for their architectural significance and for the wealth of superb interior decoration created mainly by Irish craftspeople.”

In 1915, when Charles O’Brien began restoring Tipperary, under the ownership and patronage of April Burke-Somerville (as she soon began to call herself), no such official body had been attempting any such care of the existing mansions in Ireland. Many of them had fallen into poor repair, and not until the mid-twentieth-century founding of the Irish Georgian Society, led by Desmond Guinness of the renowned brewing family, had anyone taken the matter seriously on a wide scale. Charles, therefore, was well ahead of his time, to judge from his own text.
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I began as I had hoped—with no workers hired; nor did I seek any until Harney took up his duties. He told me that, to begin with, we must be “men of charts,” and he showed me what he meant; he built a chart of each job, like a family tree, and he bade me do the same. Where my chart would take account of work required, and the guessed-at length of time it would need, his chart was to place the appropriate numbers of essential workers on that particular task.

Take the smallest example; the front door would need the following craftsmen: two carpenters, a Master and an experienced carpenter to help him; a Master Blacksmith, who would remove the hinges, repair what could be mended, and make new hinges if necessary; and a farrier’s assistant to make the nails to the required length and thickness dictated by the Master Carpenter and Master Blacksmith. Thus Harney and I ran twin charts for each separate task, and I am pleased to say that by the time that he and I had completed our main charts, which was in the middle of October, and had begun to hire those people whom we could reach, we felt that we had taken command of the task.

The weather helped a great deal. I might not have believed that stonemasons would come to work in winter; but we had no early frost. And I would have refused to believe that a thirty-three-year-old, tall, and beautiful English widow would don the roughest of clothes and work along-side the hardest of men. On the first day of October, Mr. Higgins, the Master Stonemason, arrived to take up work. I had already traveled to his home in Hollyford in the hope that I might hire him. He told me that his great-grandfather Jack Higgins had personally cut the great capstone over the front door—which his great-granduncle Peter had then carved so exquisitely.

When he began to work that first morning, I accompanied him and told him that April (whom I introduced) would hope to assist. He never questioned; he merely looked at her and said, “You’ll have to put that hair away. There’s dust.” She and I understood him; she would work as a man, as a laborer, and learn about stone from him.

I waited a little, as I sensed his first lesson about to begin. Sure enough, he said to her, “There’s silk and there’s tweed and there’s canvas. Stone’s the same, and you have to decide what it is when you’re cutting it.”

He then took her on a tour of her own house, pointing out the silk, the tweed, and the canvas—the door and window reveres, the main facades and cornices, and the sturdy buttresses. Within a week, she was on her knees beside him, steadying the strong planks he used to frame and hold the stone he was cutting. He showed her how to use a chisel, how to find the grain on a stone and go with it, where not to cut across the stone’s own formed trend.

On the Saturday evening of that week, I met her in the Great Hall, from which I had had a great deal of the debris carted away. I myself was on my knees, looking into a hole beneath the floorboards to determine whether the cavity ran all the way down to the cellars. She walked to me, and as I stood up, I saw that she swayed. Although ready to catch her should she fall, I made no such move. She steadied herself, with a hand against the wall. I saw that she was exhausted; the impression may have been increased by stone powder in every pore of her face and a gray ring of dirt that ran around her forehead beneath her hairline, where she had taken off her head-covering.

Our relationship had been straightforward: we discussed castle matters without difficulty; she liked Harney and was easier with him than with me. In the presence of all workers—of whom we soon had a small army—she addressed me as “Mr. O’Brien.” When alone, she called me “Charles.” Now she said, in a worn-out voice, “I think I’m going to call you O’Brien—when there’s nobody else around,” and she smiled at me.

I did not respond to the intimacy; I nodded—gravely, as had become my custom. Since we had begun this great task together, I had taken care to dwell always on the business in hand. We had no personal conversation of any kind; I inquired into nothing other than how she saw this wall, that floor, the other tree or shrub. I had determined to keep farther from that flame than I had been in the past, when I was severely burned by it.

“So, O’Brien,” she said. “I shall try to scrub this”—she gestured at her face and hands—“my own house from my own skin. Not that I shall ever remove it.”

She passed on, into the rear of the house and, I supposed, to the rooms upstairs that I had long ago indicated as potentially habitable for herself and her bridegroom.

What was it like in those first six months, working next to the woman for whom I had so fiercely expressed my passion, both in my life and in these pages? And what was April like? I received no practice at saying anything about her; Mother, in that time, never asked a question about her, about my feelings—never made an inquiry into anything but the work, in which she was deeply interested. Consequently, these next sentences will be my fresh impression of April, and of her place—if any—in my heart.

Fifteen years had passed since I first saw her. She and I had traveled through many events since then. We had both known failure and bereavement; she had lost her father and her husband; I had lost dear Euclid, and I had been attacked—nothing so lowers the spirits as assault. By all accounts she had failed to bring her husband into decency—having married him, as people speculated, so that he could help her to acquire the estate. And I had failed to make a mark on the world that would impress her—would have impressed her enough to think of marrying me.

Where our lives had touched, we had been without success toward each other, even at the level of friends. That she had gained more from me than I from her might seem, on the surface, to be true. She had garnered my good offices for the protection of the estate that she would inherit, and it was widely believed that my evidence in court had gone a considerable way toward helping decide the findings in her favor. Before the end of it, she was married; I lay in a hospital bed; and she soon dismissed me from her life and my usefulness in it. Those are the superficial impressions that any observer could not be faulted for noting.

I take a different view. By asking me to oversee her estate, she released me into the world for which I felt I had been born. When, on winter days, I walked those empty corridors alone, I somehow knew that I had come into my true life at last. I was no longer uncomfortable with myself; I did not feel like an awkward man trying to show the best face to the world, and yet afraid that no person would value me.

In short, I had been given a great gift by the woman whom I had been unable to wed. Now I believed it my turn to repay—by the restoration of her wondrous inheritance. Thus, I decided that I would not trouble her with remarks as to the proceedings of my heart. Certainly I had been fearful—fearful of meeting her, fearful of being in her company. Her rejection of me, and the curtness of it—these had wounded me greatly each time, even though I tried not to feel them. I mourned her father when he died; I had been so looking forward to what I felt would grow into a delightful relationship. And the many questions that had been raised by the proceedings in court as to how much the Burkes knew about Tipperary and when they knew it—I decided to let them lie.
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SUNDAY, JANUARY THE 23RD 1916.

Charles came home today. We had a good talk. Bernard went out to look at cattle. Charles tells great stories of the castle. We debated much as to how he should have a great mural painting restored. Charles says that he and he alone will decide. “And not April?” I ask. “Oh, I may consult her,” he says airily.

Harney arrived later, for supper. He is such a wonderful young man. And he loves Charles as Euclid did. He hangs on everything that Charles says. While Charles bathed—he says that he is permanently stained from the castle works—Harney told me of Charles in situ. How he knows everything that is to be done. How even the Master Craftsmen defer to him. How he commands the suppliers and the workers. How his taste is appreciated by the Italians, the French, the English carpenters.

I did not ask the main question (re April). Nor shall I. I shall wait until I am told. If there be anything to tell. There may not be—but I cannot believe that my Charles has quenched that flame in his heart. It would have been like putting out the furnace at the core of the earth.
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Every summer morning I rose at half past five, dressed, and set out on a walk of the nearest grounds. I walked the walls, inspecting any work in progress, and when a full circuit of the castle had been completed, I then walked through the gardens. Here I encountered a delight every day of my life, with birds, small animals, and fresh growths. When the cleaning of the gardens got under way, the journey became even more delightful, as the gardeners disclosed nooks, some of them containing classical statuary that had been long hidden by overgrowths. They found topiary, in the shapes of birds and triangles and rabbits, and two wonderful circles that led to a small, hitherto overgrown maze.

And when they had begun weeding, and had torn away grass from underfoot, they revealed excellent paths of brick in herringbone patterns, and white gravel, and in one case large round stones that made it feel like walking on cannonballs. I was inclined to think that, of all the work on the place, the garden clearances and renovations gave the greatest pleasure.

After the gardens, I went on a tour of the four sunken fences that border the house at a distance. (Some call a sunken fence a “ha-ha,” and Mother tells me that the name comes from the surprise. A sunken fence consists of a deep trench, one side of which is a vertical wall of stone. This provides excellent fencing but does not obstruct the view, and when one sees it one is inclined to say “Ha-ha!” in delight at the surprise or discovery.) And when I came back from the fourth ha-ha, I walked along the western shore of the lake, onto the graveled path that led to the bridge, and climbed the Laurel Steps (they number fifty and are overhung with laurels) up onto the Terrace. From there I surveyed the entire property, and I could see clear down to the village.

So far, the reconstruction of the outer fabric had taken precedence, with the roofs being the most important. I had teams of men build structures all along the parapets, so that shelters could be raised over existing holes in the slates. When Harney and I got down to the task of finding the best builders, we first sought roofing experts. Without a sound covering there would be no point in beginning interior work. To my surprise, it took only a matter of weeks to secure the worst damage against any kind of weather; this made us very free to consider our next steps.

After breakfast I began to walk each job, usually with Harney, sometimes with April too. As the work went on, I saw April less and less during the day; she moved from one section of the project to another, working alongside craftsmen and laborers, acting as an assistant, hauling, tugging, lifting, asking no concessions for being a woman or the owner.

I saw her with the stonemasons, the carpenters, the men on the roof—she toiled as an equal, and since her first stonemasoning experience, she had learned to cover her hair as tightly as possible. One morning over breakfast, Harney, to whom she spoke a great deal more than she did to me (but I did not invite or encourage much exchange), asked her why she chose the route of, he called it, “hard labor.” As he said, she could be sitting back, the lady of the manor, and watching us all sweat.

April looked at him as though he had said something unutterably stupid.

“This is my life,” she said, a trifle shortly. “This is what I do. I breathe. I eat. I sleep. I do this.” She said it in such a way as to close down all argument.

Later, I reflected upon her words: “This is my life.” What did she mean? Either she had been stating, “Laboro, ergo sum”—“I work, therefore I am” or “What I do, I am”—or she had been saying that since she had turned her back on London and won the estate, she had now embraced this as her true existence, where past and present became as one. For this I admired her further.

Usually the tour of the various sectors of work took some hours. I talked to every Master Craftsman, every foreman; I asked them questions, I established their problems, their needs. Of course I was interrupted all the time, typically by new deliveries, many of which proved flawed—either wrong materials, or inadequate to the task, or not at all what we believed we had ordered. Constantly, too, Harney and I dealt with problems among the workers. At the busiest moment of all the work, we had close to three hundred people on the estate, and the hammering and the measuring and the arguing and the whistling and the singing made it a pocket universe unto itself.

In the late afternoons (lunch occurred on the move), I conferred with the Master in charge of each area. Mr. Higgins always provided my first conference. In age, he deserved this, and more than that, he merited it in importance; to him I looked for the securing of the entire property structure, and to him I looked for apprehension of how the job would eventually turn out. He was a small man (I’ve observed that stonemasons can be a stocky breed) and he said little; he had a nasal speech, and a great shyness—rather than look directly at me, he rolled his eyes upward as he spoke.

At his waist he wore an enormous belt, very wide at the back, which he pulled tight when addressing a significant block of stone. Much of his work had to do with “patching” the walls, where mortar had loosened the joints of the cut-stone blocks—this puzzled him; he put it down to water damage. When he patched, he and his men chiseled out the section minutely and measured the space over and over.

As I first watched this, I became impatient; Harney stayed my tongue. And then, when I inspected the first patch—and at Mr. Higgins’s invitation I climbed his ladder to look at close quarters—I could not tell where it began and ended. From the ground it seemed as if the castle wall had never changed; it was almost miraculous.
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According to the Irish Georgian Society and the government of the republic, “at the beginning of the nineteenth century, a time synonymous with country house building in Ireland, there were approximately eight to ten thousand landed proprietors in a population of around 5.4 million people. Possibly around one third of these were absentee landlords who resided more or less permanently outside the country. The remainder lived in country mansions, which they had built on their core estates. It is difficult to determine with certainty how many country houses there were in the twenty-six-county area [the modern Republic of Ireland] at this time, but the number certainly ran into thousands.”

Obviously, their standards of construction and decor varied. Not every Irish Great House resembled or excelled its English, Scottish, or European counterparts—but their very existence speaks to a triumph of taste and cultural ambition. And logistics; when Charles O’Brien began to restore Tipperary Castle, at least he had the railway and an improved road network by which goods could be delivered with some safety.

He also had better luck—unlike Lord Cloncurry, who, a century earlier, had been developing his estate of Lyons House, near Dublin. The ship bringing his Italian and Greek masterpieces back to Ireland foundered and sank in Killiney Bay, a few miles from the Irish shore.

To speak of improved amenities, however, might sound like a belittling of Charles’s efforts. With no telephone, he had to rely on letters and the word of those supplying him. Therefore, his courage in ordering, sight unseen, and having faith in his suppliers was considerable. Also, he had a time factor; the virtue of patience must have been his greatest requirement.

What interests me over and above the details, however, is the rise of the new Charles O’Brien. I’ve looked back many times through his text to see whether there’s a first appearance of the emerging man. It’s difficult to find.

Yes, there is a man of sensitivity in those historical and personal narratives. Yes, there is a man with the capacity to care deeply—not just for a woman with whom he has fallen in love but for his “patients.” And yes, there is a man who takes a profound interest in the world around him. Who else would have bothered to ask two farmers about their love of land—and extract such lyrical responses from them?

But the man who took over this great restoration, who supervised the taste, who hired and fired, who conducted himself as a leader—this is a different creature, long removed from the ham-fisted man at Oscar Wilde’s deathbed.

Now we come to the first connection between Charles O’Brien and me.

My father, John Joe Nugent, came from a large family. He was the third of eleven children. As he often explained, in his position he had to fight every step forward, with the older siblings keeping him down and the younger ones trying to push him out of the way. A cheerful man, he liked company, especially men with memories.

When he married my mother, tongues wagged. Of different stock, a Dublin merchant family, her parents believed that she had come down in the world. She married a man without a profession (her father had been a surgeon), and she went to live in a country town.

After the wedding, she and my father made a small but curious pact. In certain arenas of her life she would continue to use her maiden name, Margery Coleman. I never knew the motive behind this. But my mother’s aunt, Betty Coleman—who, in the quirks of a large family, was only a year older than my mother—told me once that it had something to do with “your mother wanting to hold on to something of what she came from.”

In many ways my mother did not fit in. Her earliest hobby had been photography—unusual, to say the least, for a girl in Ireland. She had made a study of what was happening in the field abroad. And she had saved to buy herself the best and most appropriate equipment—all of which she had in her possession when she first met my father, on a train from Waterford to Limerick.

The number and weight of the bags in her luggage caught his attention. They fell into conversation. A romance began more or less immediately, and they married within a year. My mother often told me that she would like to have had more than one child but was very happy with the one she had—which is music to a small boy’s ears.

One day, when I wasn’t yet ten years old, a local man got shot—by accident—on our street. My mother heard the shot and rushed out. The man lay on the pavement, bleeding heavily. He had been taking his gun off his bicycle when it went off. My mother knelt beside him and held his head up until help arrived. The man survived, and later we were told that the act of holding his head up had saved him. The bullet had lodged in his neck.

I marveled at this. Nothing as exciting had ever happened. That night, at bedtime, I asked my mother how she’d known what to do. She told me that “a dear friend” had once been shot in the neck over near Tipperary, and that a man who’d heard the shots came back, and kept her friend alive by raising his head to close the neck wound.

When that—not necessarily conclusive—evidence came back to my mind, I then recollected something else. Long before she died, my mother and I had spent many Sundays, especially in winter, sorting and cataloging—in our amateur way—her huge collection of photographs, which amounted to a minor history of photography in Ireland. Her earliest work had been on glass plates.

As I read Charles’s text, I began to recall a series of photographs that she had taken in Tipperary. They showed teams of workmen and craftsmen, all photographed on the same day, at a castle. And then came the clincher, where I married Charles’s text to my mother’s photography.

She had taken a series of pictures that turned out to have great historic importance. Several years before I was born she had been in Dublin throughout Easter 1916.

As had Joseph Harney, and as had Charles O’Brien—who devotes a long passage of his text to that epic week.
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When I first conceived this History, I made clear my awareness that I lived in an important historic period. Indeed, I knew that I was living through several moments of definition; the land agitation gave way to serious land reform, with the Wyndham Act making sure that no farmer need feel forced to be a tenant all his life. Then came the Great War, with its postponement of Home Rule for Ireland, meaning that many young men had gone to die in return for a promise that would now never be kept. In short, I lived in a country where something of importance seemed to happen every day. One day, history came to touch me directly.

Ever since I met Joseph Harney, I had known that he carried rebel fire inside him. We spoke much of politics, and he gave no quarter in his belief that political freedom came only from military force. We never argued this point, Harney and I; my own plea went toward never having violence, but my pacifism had not been such that it stopped me trying to go to war.

Admittedly, I had been swayed by the promise of the Home Rule that Ireland would be granted in exchange for our soldierly support. When that self-government never came, despite the numbers of Irishmen who died in the hope of it, I felt more sympathetic to Harney’s idea—but I always believed, as I still do, that debate will always have to take place, so it might as well come first as last.

Harney worked demonically hard at the castle restoration. He took no time off, didn’t want to; occasionally he visited his family, over in Urlingford. No matter what time he came back—we both slept at the castle—there he sat at breakfast next morning, bright as day and busy as a bee, full of plans and opportunities. So it was that I felt shock—but not surprise—when, on the evening of Saturday, the 15th of April 1916, Harney came to me and said quietly, “I have to go away for a time.”

My heart quickened—and he knew that I knew.

“Don’t ask any questions, Charles. I’m better if you don’t.”

I walked with him as he rode his bicycle down to the main gate. As he climbed on the saddle and began to turn the pedals he said, “I’ll be back. I don’t know if it’ll be soon. But—if I say I’ll be back, I’ll be here.” And off he rode.

A week and a day later, on Sunday afternoon, two ladies appeared in the driveway. On a beautiful afternoon I was standing at the end of the Long Terrace, using the low wall as a table while I calculated the wages needed for the coming week. Matters had been under tight control, and month after month Harney and I had been able to tell April that the entire task was costing no more than we’d assessed—and often less.

The two ladies with their bicycles came shyly along the avenue, having dismounted out of respect. I assumed them to be local girls seeking employment—people came to us every day looking for jobs—or sightseers or relations of some of the workers whom we had billeted on the estate. When they saw me, they conferred—and then with some determination put their bicycles carefully aside and made their way to me.

They approached straightforwardly, with no hesitation—two young women, one with dark hair, one with red.

As they drew closer, I said, “I know who you are.”

They did not laugh; nor did they smile. One said, “You’re Mr. O’Brien, aren’t you?”

Their solemnity worried me.

“I am. Is everything all right?”

The older said, “Well, we don’t know, and we don’t know what to do.”

And the younger-looking one chimed in, “Joseph’s gone to Dublin. A fellow came to the house this morning looking for him. When we told him Joseph was gone, he said, ‘Doesn’t he know it’s all off?’ That’s all we know.”

By dint of questioning, I discovered that Joseph had long been a republican volunteer on the understanding that if an armed rebellion were to take place, he would be in the front line. Rumors had abounded that “something” was going to happen—but the “something,” said the Harney sisters, was supposed to be canceled, and if Joseph didn’t know, they said, “mightn’t he be walking straight into a trap?”

I had long suspected, from Harney’s demeanor, that some plans had been drawn. He received letters, and once or twice men came to see him; he met them down the avenue, much talk took place, and the men returned the way they had come. I never asked questions, and he never told me information; I assumed that he was part of some plan or other— rather, it is more accurate to say that were he not part of some plan or other, the other plotters must be fools not to have engaged him.

“What do you want me to do?” I asked these now-distressed girls.

They looked at each other. “Can you get him back?”

The younger girl said, “He’ll do anything for you.”

“But I don’t even know where he is.”

“We know,” they said in eager voices, and they told me an address on Northumberland Road, Dublin. I knew that I could find it—and I said that I would try. Both girls came with me to the kitchen, where Helen made them tea; for once she remained good-tempered, and they knew many people in common. I found April; she did not wish to meet the girls. When they had gone, I told her that I must go to Dublin to find Harney, that I feared he might be in some danger.

She said, nonchalantly, “I presume everything is in order.”

That was all; she said nothing else.
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The Easter Rising (as I taught in school so often) began in confusion. It ended in tragedy, was reborn in defiance, and concluded in triumph six and a half years after it began. There had been confusion among Irish republican activists and disagreement as to the timing of an armed uprising. But the principle had been accepted. England, weakened and distracted by war, had a vulnerable flank to the west. All going well, Germany might prove a valuable ally if it saw the Irish also declaring war, and if it had begun to gain ground in France and Belgium.

However, only a small percentage of the country had the slightest interest in an armed rebellion or anything like it. Many Irish hearts had been broken already by the Great War. The reports coming back from the mud and blood grew worse and worse. Battlefield names—Ypres, Loos, Verdun—these became chants in a dirge. The fallen men had been volunteer soldiers. Nobody wanted more death.

Friction within the republicans reached a head just before Easter Week. One faction assumed that it would attempt to take the city of Dublin. Another believed that the action had been called off. Both happened. Just over a thousand armed men occupied key buildings in the center of the capital. Some thousands more around the country never shouldered a gun.

By the late afternoon on Easter Monday, 24 April, the rebels had barricaded themselves inside the General Post Office and several other establishment buildings. Other, smaller groups of rebels watched key Dublin avenues. These were men mostly without uniforms, country boys, with disparate guns, little ammunition, and a day’s rations—sandwiches made by their mothers, sisters, and wives.
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SUNDAY, THE 23RD OF APRIL 1916.

Charles is staying here tonight. Tomorrow he will go to Dublin, he says, to find Harney, who “may be in some kind of trouble.” He aims to catch the train. Other than a worry for Harney, Charles looks splendid. I told him what I hear: That the castle work is excellent. That the craftsmen would do anything for him.

He asked my opinion. We talked about the stonework, the carpentry. He asked about his father, whom he hasn’t seen for some time. It always seems that Bernard is out when Charles calls.

Should I be worried that Charles goes to bring back Harney? Fewer than two years ago I should have been frantic; not tonight.

Today I dared ask the Question. Charles only said that “April works very hard. The men respect her. I don’t want to distract her.” I told Charles that she comes here now and then, and we talk. In the past he would have blurted, “Does she speak of me?” Not now. I wonder what is going on in his head.
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The train had many people on board, returning to Dublin after Easter. It seethed with rumors that burst into the fire of fear as we neared the city. Outside Kildare, we were stopped a long time in one place; nobody knew what was happening. One voice said that Dublin was in flames from the river to the hills; another said that the English soldiers had been routed, and that a new flag flew over the Post Office. Out of a genuine excitement there grew a sincere dread; many people hoped to turn back but could not leave the train.

We started again, shuddering, halting, and running for some miles, but very slowly—and then we stopped again, for a long time. The train fell silent, with whispered conversations here and there, and now we drew away again, and the evening darkened. As I did not reach the city until several hours later than I had hoped, my intention—to find Harney, take him to a hotel, and then catch the morning train home with him—was thwarted. On Monday night, I found myself on the street at Kingsbridge station, being told by a soldier at gunpoint to go back where I came from.

I found a night’s lodgings in a boarding-house at Islandbridge, a mile’s walk from the train. There, nobody had gone to bed; the household sat at the table as I ate, and people came and went, all bearing excited news or asking fearful questions. An impression began to form of the day’s events and the condition of the city.

It seemed that small parties of armed men had marched to many points and announced themselves as the “Irish Republican Army,” the new governing force of the city. In the General Post Office at Sackville Street, they had run up a rebel flag; and in broad daylight, the “Army Commander,” a gentleman named Pearse, had proclaimed Ireland a republic “in the name of God.” Some gunfire had been exchanged, but in general it had been agreed that the British Army had been taken by surprise—because most of its officers had gone to a race meeting out in the countryside.

In my bones I knew that Harney would be installed deep within this hurly-burly. His reliability made it likely that he would be at the address his sisters had given me; it seemed that I would have to look for him in the very thick of things.

I was excited—apprehensive too, but mostly excited, as must be imagined in a man who once had set himself to write a History of his own country in his own time. As I lay down on the tiny bed in the box of a room, listening to the hum and murmur of talk that still went on downstairs, I reflected that, two years ago, I should not have approached this task in anything like so confident a frame of mind. And I reflected further that I had received an incomparable gift from April Burke, the wife of the late Mr. Somerville. She had made me competent; my desire for her respect and love had indeed raised me up and improved me.

Next morning I set out at seven o’clock; a passing bread cart (with a silent driver) took me to Kingsbridge, where I had last night disembarked from the train. Knots of people waited there; piles of luggage suggested that they meant to quit Dublin. One man told me that the city center had been rendered impassable—“Barricades everywhere. Those bloody Sinn Feiners, why can’t they leave well enough alone?” Others also cursed “the Shinners.”

Mr. Griffith’s “Sinn Fein” movement had by now, of course, caught much of the nationalistic imagination, and people saw no difference between his political activism and the Irish Republican Army’s militancy.

When I had walked along the river some distance, I met the first barricade. It is important to describe my appearance; I had specifically dressed like a well-to-do business gentleman, black frock coat, hat, etc., in case I had to deal with officers. As I reached the barricade, a soldier halted me, gun aimed.

“Where is your commanding officer?” I asked.

A blond young man appeared.

“Are you in charge here?”

“What is your business?”

I said, “My practice is my business. I need to reach it.”

In the distance I heard gunfire; and I saw smoke rising from buildings. No people walked anywhere—the streets had emptied except for soldiers.

“No chance, I’m afraid,” said the young officer. He looked apologetic and respectful; my attire was having the desired effect. “Where did you want to go?”

“Close to the Post Office,” I said.

He shook his head. “We have a siege there,” he said. “We’ve already had casualties.”

“I stayed with friends in the country last night. Shall I be able to get home?”

“Depends where home is.”

I said, “Northumberland Road.”

“No trams, I’m afraid. Wait here, Doctor.”

The young officer returned. “I can get you part of the way—one of our chaps is going to Merrion Square.”

As he escorted me to a nearby vehicle, he said to me, “My father’s a doctor. I’m supposed to be in France.”
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The first two days of the Easter Rising had about them an aura of stalemate, of action yet to happen. Nobody had accurate information. Rumor distorted everything. The British government, engrossed with the war in Europe, reacted slowly.

And at noon on the Monday, Patrick Pearse, a barrister, teacher, and poet, had the freedom to stand in the street outside the General Post Office, which his men had commandeered, and read the Proclamation of the Irish Republic.

Those who saw this event—now an iconic moment in Irish history— recall chiefly the scattered cheers and jeers, and the strained, pale look on Pearse’s face. He knew that he was taking hundreds, if not thousands, of men into a blood sacrifice.

Not all of the streets were closed. The official response was as sporadic and incomplete as the rebellion itself. Over wide areas of Dublin, life continued as normal. Children spent their holiday week as they always did, playing in the streets. On Tuesday morning, people returned to work as they found it possible. Newspapers appeared, and milk trucks and bread vans made their rounds. The city had not yet heard enough to make it feel threatened.

Reinforcements had been called up from other garrisons in Ireland— by train from Belfast, on foot from barracks nearer to Dublin. And in England, troops were scraped together. With scant munitions, they took the train that would carry them to the boat that would put them down on the Irish shore.

Charles O’Brien’s ride in an army vehicle brought him to Merrion Square, childhood home of Oscar Wilde. From there, he had a walk of ten minutes or so to the address he had been given on Northumberland Road. Neither he nor anyone else knew, on that Tuesday morning, whether he would have safe passage.
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Although I believed that I knew my way, I asked an old lady whether Northumberland Road lay straight ahead. All around me seemed peaceful.

She replied, “What are you goin’ there for?”

I said, “I must meet a friend.”

“Well, there’s fellas up there with guns. And the Shinners—aren’t they after locking themselves into Boland’s Mill, so they are. I hope they all get shot.”

“You don’t sympathize?”

“Ah, what are they, only corner-boys? Louts, is what they are. Disturbin’ the peace on us.” Her sweet face became harsh.

“But they see it as a fight for freedom?”

She said, “My daughter, she has a husband out in France; he’s in a uniform, so he is, not some coward firing guns from behind a wall. He’s fightin’ for our freedom, so he is.”

And she went on her way.

From that corner of the square it is possible to look all along Lower Mount Street to the beginnings of the red brick and leafy peace of Northumberland Road. I stepped out into the roadway, and nothing did I see other than some boys playing with a ball. I walked on, without the hint of what was to come about in the next few days.

On Mount Street Bridge on that glorious morning I looked back to my left at the hulk of Boland’s Mill. Nothing seemed untoward; I saw no activity—but nothing occurred on the streets either. Nor did I see any soldier, nor a gun of any kind; and Northumberland Road was as quiet as a smile; indeed, the loudest noise at that time came from my rapping on the door-knocker of No. 25.

Nobody answered. I did hear footsteps, however—and I knocked again. After a metallic scraping sound, the large brass flap of the letter box was pulled back from the inside, and a gun-barrel appeared.

A voice said, “What?”

“Is Mr. Harney here?”

“Who wants him?”

“His friend Charles O’Brien.”

Nothing happened; I had produced no response. The gun-barrel remained in place. I waited. After several moments I knocked again.

I must have waited thirty or forty minutes; then I knocked again, with particular force, and shook the door so hard that I obviously dislodged the gun wedged inside. (I had long concluded that the gun’s owner had left it there as a threat.)

Footsteps came striding, and the door whipped open.

“In—quick.”

Two men stood in the hallway. The one at the rear held a gun; the other picked up his rifle from the floor.

“Joe’s asleep—he was on watch all night.”

They led me upstairs and introduced themselves: “I’m Jimmy Grace, this is Michael Malone. Sit in there, and we have to ask you not to move.”

We had come to an upper-floor drawing-room, with two long windows overlooking Northumberland Road; a third window in the side of the room faced south. I believe that I immediately understood the objective—and it had probably been decided by Harney. Troops arriving might possibly come along this road, the main artery from the port of Kingstown, which continued broad and easy into the city center. This house would provide an excellent ambush point.

Lace curtains hung down over the windows; by moving them aside slightly I could see directly into the houses across the road. As far as I could ascertain, no other ambush was prepared; directly opposite, a girl in a maid’s cap and apron walked here and there, restoring sheets to a bed. In another house, a gentleman sat in a chair, reading a newspaper.

Michael Malone said to me, “Here, for now, you have to do everything you are told. So—step back from the window.”

He said it pleasantly, and I found a chair deep inside the room.

“Who’s in command here?” I was careful to voice the question in no pejorative way.

“Commandant Harney. Otherwise we’d have shot you.” Mr. Malone did not smile as he spoke; Mr. Grace remained silent.

I sat in that room for three hours; other than the two men, nobody came or went. At a quarter to three, they gave me bread and tea. And at three o’clock I heard the familiar footstep coming down a nearby staircase; after a whisper in the hallway outside, Harney entered, beaming.

“How did you get here?” he said, obviously delighted.

“I came to fetch you.”

“The girls?” He grimaced.

“Yes.”

“I thought they might,” he said. “They tried hard to stop me.”

“So they sent me”—and we both laughed. “What’s going on?” I asked.

“But you must have heard?”

“Not about this place. There are guns in the city.”

Harney said, “We know that reinforcements will come in along this road. Our job is to stop them. Or delay them.”

I said, “Come on. Come out of here.”

He shook his head. “Can’t do that.”

“Joseph—I promised your sisters I’d get you out of Dublin safely.”

He laughed. “But you didn’t say when you’d do it, did you?”

“Come on.”

“No.” He held out his hands. “I can’t. This is my command. Here— I’m a soldier.”

“All right. Where do I sit? What can I do to help?”

“You don’t sit, you lie down, in the next room, under the bed.”

I said, “This is nonsense. If we leave now—”

Harney held up a finger. “Charles—I’m not leaving here. And I can’t let you leave now. You could get shot.”

I abandoned my attempts to persuade him. Harney left the room and came back a short time later in uniform—a full military tunic in soft green, a soldier’s breeches, and a hat with one side pinned up in a slouch. Diagonally across his body he wore an ammunition belt. Now he had become someone else.

“Volunteer Malone, secure all. Volunteer Grace, check again all windows and doors.” He beckoned to me, and I followed.

In the next room—smaller and toward the rear of the house—the shutters had been drawn tight and mattresses dragged against the windows. Other bedding covered the floor.

“Stay here. There’s food and drink. Until I come for you,” he said and shook my hand.

Strangely, I did get a night’s sleep, deep and sound. It is my impression that one or both of the other men slept in the room also, but my sleep was too deep to confirm this. I awoke at six o’clock to a silent house, and I drifted back to sleep in the room that would stay dark, no matter how high the sun. An hour or two later, I had bread, cheese, and milk, and then I sat there, not knowing what to do. The morning drifted on. I could hear men talking but saw nobody; the walls in these new brick houses had been densely built.

At eleven o’clock, activity in the front room seemed to intensify. I heard heavy boots pounding, objects being dragged across the floor, and dull metal clanging. Then, once again, the same grave silence fell. Somewhere in the far distance a child laughed.

This silence lasted for a long time; I know that it did—I could scarcely take my eyes from my watch.

At twenty minutes before noon I heard something new—a faint rhythmic sound that did not come from inside the house. I pressed my ear to the door of the room, trying to divine what I could. The sound increased, steady and firm—the sound of military boots in step. I had never heard troops on the march and was surprised at the even fullness of the sound, a dense, rhythmical tread, faster than I’d expected, and heavier. No sooner had I remarked upon this to myself than it was blotted out by a new and more savage sound: the men in the room at the front of the house had opened fire.

They fired in a specific routine—one: pause: two: pause: three: longer pause. I calculated that they fired through one window after another, systematically and regularly. One. Two. Three—I began to count: five seconds, I reckoned, between each gun. And when that sound had established itself, I became able to distinguish sounds from outside. First came shouts, barked orders. Intermingled with those, I heard screams, then more shouts.

And—why had I not been expecting it?—the gunfire increased fourfold as the soldiers on the street began to fire back. A new force hammered into my locked and darkened room—the sound of shattering glass from the windows near Harney and his men. This was followed by repeated thudding sounds, and I knew that these must come from bullets striking the adjoining wall. A hell of noise was born, full of cracking and splintering sounds, full of booming and tinkling, punctuated now and then by brief sharp whines, which I took to come from ricochets. I crawled away from the door, spreading myself as flat on the mattresses as I could, and reached the comparative calm of the wall farthest from the one adjoining Harney and his comrades.

There I lay, heart pounding, trying to divine the course of this pitched battle from the weight of fire. I cannot tell how long this activity went on; my concentration did not extend to looking at my watch repeatedly. Could it have been an hour? Perhaps—and more. At one point, all matters escalated and the firing from the next room reached an almost unendurable pitch of intensity. Downstairs I could hear a sudden great hammering on the door. Bullets pierced the woodwork, then whistled into the hallway and expired, and I reasoned (if that word may apply in such heat and fear) that the military must have tried to breach the door. But Harney and his comrades had fortified it the previous night with furniture, and now they seemed to change the angle of their fire to address this attack. Their heavy rifle shots (I could easily distinguish them from the army’s gunfire) sounded closer to the front walls of the house, and I presumed that they had begun to aim downward, because the hammering on the door soon ceased. Later I discovered that the soldiers—from the Sherwood Foresters regiment—had indeed tried to storm the house.

Through the wall, I could also hear the bolts of the rifles clanging and clicking as the three men reloaded; they seemed to have plenty of ammunition. Upon the retreat from the front door, comparative calm returned. This was followed by a sudden burst of firing from inside the room, a shout, and a sudden bursting open of my door.

Harney beckoned, Grace stood close behind him, and I saw Malone lying face down beneath one of the windows. I knew that he was dead— I know not how I knew. We crashed down the stairs and into a rear scullery, and from there by a side-door into the yard of the house next door. The three republicans had so pinned down the Sherwood Foresters that they had been unable to surround the house. And the army had taken dreadful casualties—close to three hundred soldiers died.

Harney, bent double, led us to the rear of a long garden. Past a small glasshouse, he opened a door onto a deserted lane; he and Grace no longer carried guns. He tapped Grace on the shoulder: “God go with you.”

Jimmy Grace kicked open a locked gate facing us, and went into a garden leading away from Northumberland Road. When I last saw him, this freckled boy, he was climbing a high brick wall fifty yards away. Harney and I stood there—he in uniform, I in my best suit, both of us covered in plaster dust. He had blood on his cheek from a glass splinter; I had a bloodied hand and shirt-cuff, from some piece of glass—I remembered not where.

“I need a coat,” he said, “and you have to go.”

“Yes,” I said, “with you.”

He looked at me. “No point arguing, I suppose?”

I shook my head.

Behind us we could hear the soldiers firing sporadically at the house. We began to run through a series of lanes; I slowed him down—he was more than twenty years younger than me.

In Percy Place we found a woman carrying a bucket of water to her basement home. We followed her down the stairs. She became immensely alarmed and, screaming, slammed the door in our faces. On Mount Street, we knocked at two doors; when they saw Harney’s uniform they swore at him and shut the door. We found refuge in the little church at the end of the street—and there we sat, breathing heavily, trying to determine our next move. Simultaneously, Harney and I took out our watches—almost two o’clock.

Harney said, “It’ll be dark at six; we’ll stay here until then.”

As I nodded, still short of breath, we heard a fearful noise, followed by another, and another.

“Artillery!” said Harney.

Time would tell us that the authorities had sent a gunboat up the river Liffey, and it had begun to shell the center of the city.

We barred the door of the church from the inside and stayed there until darkness fell. Nobody troubled us. We both slept, taking it in turns; in sleep, Harney’s face returned to boyhood. When he woke, he might have been recovering from a country walk.

“Do you think,” he asked me with a grin, “that God will mind if I wash my face in holy water?” and he went to the baptismal font and scrubbed his face vigorously; I followed suit.

Harney planned, he had said, to get to Boland’s Mill; we could reach it in about ten minutes, and he believed that we had lanes enough to hide us.

Once again he asked me to go home to Tipperary: “You might get killed.”

And once again I refused, saying, “So might you.”

Our journey to Boland’s Mill became a haphazard thing of slinking in the shadows of lanes and running in bursts across wide streets. I think that we were fired on once, but we saw no concentration of soldiers anywhere. We could tell from the light in the sky that a great part of the city was aflame.

Harney led, looking back for me at every stage. Our last move took us from a street, down steps to the canal bank, and we ran by the water, in darkness and mud, not knowing where we were going but seeing the hulk of the mill ahead. As we stopped under a bridge, trying to divine our best way forward, a huge searchlight illuminated the mill building.

“They’ve surrounded it,” said Harney.

“Which means,” I said, “that we can’t get in.”

But we did. Harney knew that along the canal wall, beneath the surface of the water, ran a shelf of stone. I lowered him until his feet found it; the canal water came up to his breastbone. He crouched to show me how we would travel, and we walked along that stone shelf, doubled so low that my face touched the cold, slimy water many times.

The mill had been built to the canal, for the easy carriage of goods. We could hear soldiers’ voices not more than a few yards away, but they were not looking for two men sidling like crabs under cover of the canal wall; they were more likely watching for besieged rebels trying to break out.

And “besieged” is how we found the place; the canal left us close to a double door for loading boats, at which no sign of life could be detected. Now and again, a shot went over our heads as we squatted, trying to figure out where we could break in while the soldiers fired randomly at the mill. Harney rose to the challenge, crept forward along the canal’s shelf, and soon we tumbled onto some kind of high platform, a dock for loading. Judging from the random army gunfire, we had reached the blind side of the mill.

There we lay for several minutes, recovering. Soon, I crawled along the wooden floor of the dock, followed Harney up some kind of steep stairs to a door, and found myself behind him in a half-lit passageway, outside a small office.

Far beneath us, in the dim lights of a few candles, spread a remarkable scene. Men sprawled everywhere—all over tables and long benches, by the racks and storerooms. Few wore uniforms; most had guns. At windows and by barred doorways, others crouched, weapons at the ready.

I felt as though I were alighting from the sky and looking down on some extraordinary occasion; I remember the silence, punctuated by distant gunfire; and I remember the way the men not guarding doors and windows sat in orderly stillness. Some had food; many simply looked ahead; a few dozed. The dimness made it impossible to gauge the number of people—Harney thought a hundred, I thought fewer.

As we stood there, soaked and now beginning to shiver, the door of the office beside us opened. An immensely tall man with spectacles looked at us; I recognized him immediately—I had met him in Bruree, in the house of my dear consumptive patient.

Harney saluted; they shook hands. Harney made an introduction: “Commandant Eamon de Valera.”

I said, “I know.”

Until Sunday we stayed in the mill, under the command of “Dev,” as everyone called him. Men lent us greatcoats until our clothes dried—and then we got drenched all over again when a shell hit a water tank far above our heads. The capacity to fight back from inside was much more limited than I had seen on Northumberland Road. This building restricted opportunities to fire; ammunition supplies had almost run out; and any gunshot from within had begun to draw massive retaliation.

All next day, shells pounded us over and over—and then we learned that de Valera had raised a rebel flag on the building in the hope of diverting fire from the civilian streets of the city farther in. (The strategy had limited success; by Friday the British troop reinforcements had begun to shoot on sight—men, women, and children.)

Those were days of terror—and of no little wonder. Every roof, wall, and foundation shook every minute of every hour, or so it seemed. Men grew old in front of my eyes. I made it my business to speak to many, knowing that I should soon be sifting this astounding time for the purposes of my History. Few admitted to an age of more than twenty-two or so; these boys and young men, from shops and offices and farms, had one thing in common: an imbued and unshakable desire to have their country governed by its own people.

Given my own knowledge of Ireland, I knew the families of many. One told me that I had cured his whooping-cough when he was a baby. Another recalled how I had comforted his grandfather when the gentleman was simply too old to carry on. When the word went around that I healed people, I grew much in demand—but I had no materials and no facilities. I helped as best I could with cleansing and dressing wounds, and for many there was little that I could do.

By Saturday we knew the full desperation of our conditions. We were surrounded on all sides—even from the water. The gunboat that had been shelling the city was now turning its full attention upon us; soon the building would be destroyed around our heads. We had no food; we had desperate wounded; we had bodies.

On Sunday I saw Harney deep in conversation with de Valera, who had not been in the building. Rumor had it that Dev had taken several men and occupied another building nearby, and that thus we were gaining ground. Untrue; and now he and Harney broke away—in agreement, to judge from the nodding of heads.

Moments later, Boland’s Mill surrendered. We walked out into the world, ragged, exhausted, and unknowing of what was to come. Would they mow us down with their guns the moment they saw our faces? Not far from me, a young man began to cry, and he pointed ahead; aimed straight at us, and attended by two soldiers, stood a barbarous-looking gun with a belt of bullets feeding into it. I stepped left until I walked beside the young man.

“To get you,” I said, “they’ll have to get me too.”

He calmed down. Up ahead strode de Valera and Harney; within moments Harney disappeared, taken into an army vehicle. I tried to break from our ranks as they took him—he and I had earlier been separated. But a soldier knocked me back into line with the butt of his rifle on my shoulder and I had lost my best friend.
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It was the bloodiest of weeks. The heart of Dublin lay in ruins. British artillery pounded it and was answered only by small-arms fire. All the main buildings around the river Liffey were reduced to blackened, smoking hulks.

Boland’s Mill held out until the end. The General Post Office had already surrendered, and the Poets’ Rising, as it would soon be called for its many poet-soldiers, died fast. Every republican activist who could be found and identified was rounded up and taken into custody. With no moral support except from one another, the rebels were ordered to lay their arms in piles and were marched along the streets, derided by the civilian population.

That night, every rebel aged eighteen and younger was told to go home. The remaining men and women were piled into jails and makeshift detention centers within garrisons across Dublin. Under orders, the army and police then arrested over three thousand people believed to be members of the IRA or Sinn Fein. Most were released within weeks. In the final sifting, just under six hundred men were deported, many of them to a prison camp in Wales called Frongoch.

However, the worst had yet to happen. The rebellion came to an end on the afternoon of Sunday, 30 April. On Tuesday, 2 May, a series of secret trials began—of those whom the British authorities believed to be leaders. No lawyers represented those on trial, and nobody was allowed to speak for them. In any case, not one of the men or women on trial would have pled not guilty.

Fifteen death sentences were handed down, and the executions began. My own father, John Joe Nugent, politically aware during that time, told me he knew nothing of what was going on. When news of the executions broke and when the word got out as to how many men were killed and in what way, the mood of the country changed to one of deep and angered sympathy.

The killings had been grisly. Firing squads of riflemen stood feet away from men who refused to wear blindfolds. Heavy bullets tore them to shreds, and then the officer in charge applied the coup de grâce bullet— to the head. Of them all, the execution of James Connolly drew the most outraged responses. He had been severely wounded in the General Post Office, where he’d commanded the socialist Irish Citizen Army. As he was unable to stand, they executed him in a chair. Thus did the Poets’ Rising, observed at first hand by Charles O’Brien, become a success.
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The British officer accepting the Boland’s Mill surrender singled me out; somebody must have pointed to me. I was told politely to go back where I’d come from, and my insistence that I wanted to find my friend Mr. Joseph Harney carried no weight. As I stood there, a portrait of dishevelment, my clothes in ruins, exhaustion and grime lining my face, I saw Mr. de Valera. Two officers were confronting him, and a conversation was taking place. I walked over to him, but was not allowed to get close. All was confusion; I could hear him trying to argue for the release of his men, saying that if not released, they should be treated as war prisoners.

He gained no advantages for his men—nor for himself; he was summarily led away, accompanied by an armed guard. At that moment, I saw a distinctive young woman, in age not more than a girl, step in front of Mr. de Valera. She had curly blond hair, and her clothes and bearing suggested good family background; she hauled with her a camera apparatus. To a bright magnesium flash—which startled some—she took a photograph of Mr. de Valera. Other photographers stood there too, and many of the “de Valera surrender” photographs became famous all over the world.

The young woman said to me, “Who is he?” and I told her Mr. de Valera’s name, and his role in the Mill. Our conversation went on, and thanks to her good offices I was able to recover myself and find a place to sleep. Through her, I was also able to arrange a change of clothing, and eventually I gained some composure after such an extraordinary week. However, I was quite unable to eat for two days, and for a month afterward I found myself trembling many times.

Next morning at ten o’clock, I made my way to Dublin Castle. Some soldiers halted me at barricades, but I was able to persuade them of my neutrality, and on I went. The city lay ruined, with bodies still lying in the streets. I have often heard it said that it is the civilian population that tells the world when a battle has ended. Now I saw the pathetic sight of families peering at corpses, hoping that they would not find a loved one who had died. No corpse that I saw wore a uniform; these dead included old men, young men—who seemed not to have been armed—women, girls, and I saw two small children. I was glad that I had eaten no breakfast.

At Dublin Castle, I asked to see the highest authority in the land. Obviously I did not expect such a wish to be granted; but I did meet a gentleman whose office, when I was shown into it, manifested a significant position. I used my mother’s name and connections to introduce my inquiry: I wanted to find Mr. Joseph Harney, from whom I had been separated in the events of the week; he was supposed to travel with me to Tipperary Castle that very night.

The respect that I received was very considerable—until I returned, as bidden, at four o’clock that afternoon. The same gentleman met me in the hallway of Dublin Castle and told me that my friend—“Harney,” as he called him—was in jail in a rebel uniform, and would be courtmartialed sometime in the coming week. By exerting considerable pressure, I was able to establish that Harney had been sent to Kilmainham Jail, and I went there forthwith.

Nobody would allow me to see Harney. Nor would they confirm his presence there. I waited a distance away from the prison, trying to make myself as discreet as possible. At six o’clock, in the dusk, some warders appeared, their day’s work over. I followed two of them to a public house, where, presently, I joined them. After some drinks I learned that all the prisoners would be tried within the week. When I asked what sentences might be expected, one man drew his hand like a knife across his throat.

Next morning, some banks opened and some city shops. I presented a letter of credit and bought myself some clothes; then I paid a call on Mr. Yeats. He accepted my profuse apologies for arriving unannounced and seemed pleased to see me. During some excellent tea—which he himself made—he plied me with questions regarding Tipperary Castle, and clapped his hands in delight at my progress reports.

Then we discussed the events of the past week, and I described to him some of what I had seen on Northumberland Road. We commiserated regarding the awfulness of it all—and I told him that my treasured friend and colleague had been caught up in all this. Mr. Yeats knew the gentleman at Dublin Castle, and had been a dinner guest at his house; he now gave me a letter, which he read before he sealed. After an introductory remark, the letter said, “Mr. O’Brien, with whom I understand you are already acquainted, has excellent—and truly non-political— reasons for requiring the safe conduct of his colleague Mr. Joseph Harney. I would deem it a personal favor if you would do all in your power to assist.”

At Dublin Castle, they would not allow me to see the gentleman— but the name of Mr. Yeats got the letter accepted. I waited outside. At one o’clock, the gentleman in question appeared, to take his lunchtime walk. I allowed him to see me walking along Dame Street toward the castle, and when he did not turn away as he saw me, I knew that Mr. Yeats had gained some purchase.

We greeted politely and he said, “An inquiry has gone through at a high level. That is all I can say.”

I replied, “Thank you. And may I deliver in person Mr. Yeats’s warmest compliments.” I added, as well, an invitation to see the work in progress at the castle, and we parted as gentlemen. I never saw him again; and I did not find Harney.

All week I haunted Dublin Castle and Kilmainham Jail. Dreadful word began to seep through of unjust trials and frightful executions. Ten men had been shot, we heard, then twenty, thirty, fifty—they were killing them hour upon hour. The rumors grew frantic. In the earliest morning light I went and stood at the prison walls. Others had gathered, small, sad bunches of people, women in black, praying aloud. We winced, each one of us, and we shuddered as we heard the volleys of shots from behind the walls.

At last I had nothing left to do but go back to Tipperary. I made a plan to go home by train on Friday, stay with my parents, and on Saturday return to the castle. On Sunday I would travel to Urlingford and meet Joseph’s family.

That plan never fell into place. I went home as planned, and Mother waited at the station. When I showed surprise to see her, she told me that she had met every train from Dublin since Tuesday, the day on which they first heard news of the rebellion. I took the reins and we talked and I told her of Harney and what had happened; I did not include details of my time in the house on Northumberland Road.

When we neared home, Mother said, “We must go to the castle first.”

I know every line on my mother’s face; I hear every nuance of her voice.

“What has happened?”

“It’s best to let you see.”

From the avenue all seemed normal. And from the Long Terrace all seemed normal—except that no workman could be seen, and many liked to work on after the day’s end. We walked to the main door, which stood open.

“Go inside,” she said.

The castle interior had been attacked with fire. Where the recovered paneling had so recently been shining, there spread wide holes whose edges still smoldered a little. Not all of the timbers had burned through. One of the two new doors had been all but destroyed; the other had not caught fire.

“April?” I said—and betrayed my concern, which neared panic.

“Safe,” said Mother. “She received some burns on the hands and arms trying to put out the fire.”

“Serious burns?”

“No. And nobody else was injured. But—everybody has fled.”

Mother told me the story. On Wednesday morning, as I witnessed the extraordinary gun-battle in Northumberland Road, three armed and masked men came to the castle. They ordered everybody out of the building—including April and such workers and craftsmen as were there—and said that they were restoring this castle and all in it to the land whence it sprang. And they announced that anyone working on this castle henceforth would be shot on sight. One of the raiders could then be seen spreading some flammable liquid all over the ballroom floor, and then the main hall. He lit it and the armed men departed. Amid much fear, the workers drifted away. Only two people would go into the flames with April—the Master Stonemason and the Master Carpenter.
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Charles, though exhausted, describes how he “reached for vigor and energy.” The burning, now two days past, had done all the damage it was going to do. He needed to establish the human damage. Helen, the bad-tempered housekeeper, emerged from the kitchen, and Charles’s text says that he “allowed her to speak the rage that everybody felt.”

When she had calmed down, she told him that April had gone to Mrs. Moore’s. The Italians might not yet have left the country, even though they’d threatened to do so. Mr. Higgins and Mr. Mulberry had stayed in their lodgings in the village. The two of them had come up to the castle together each morning. They had secured the damaged areas against collapse and told Helen that they awaited “further orders.”
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My oppression at the loss of my beloved Harney now had this new weight added—but my thoughts fell quickly into a straight order, which I proceeded to follow.

The main depredation had been directed at the fresh repairs, as though the arsonists sought to destroy the very principle under which we had been laboring—the restoration of a former glory. They had splashed with oil the beautiful ancient panels in the hall and then held matches or flaming rags to them. This achieved no more than wide scorch marks across the painted details, the destruction of one full panel, and half of another door; evidently they had hoped that when the rest caught fire, the flames from the wood in the panels would add ferocity to the fire.

As I walked through the house, their method became evident to me. Leisurely in their vileness, they had taken enough time to set several fires here and there. As well as the hall they had attacked the ballroom, the library, the dining-rooms, and the three drawing-rooms. In each place, they had heaped piles of books and chairs together on the floor, then doused and lit them, hoping that the planks would then come alight too, and thus attack the fabric of the house. As in the hall, many of the fires had been set along the walls, also in the hope that the flames would lick up along the panels and spread.

But they seem to have known little about setting such fires—they had even tried to start one on the marble of the Grand Staircase, where it had simply died. I did not yet know enough about marble to tell whether it had been damaged permanently, but the snow-white Carrara balusters along one flight of steps had blackened entirely; and two wooden props that the Marchettis, with Mr. Higgins’s help, had placed under a marble parapet for temporary support had all but burned through, and the long slab leaned perilously.

The raiders had not continued upstairs; all their efforts had been aimed at the main floor. The worst damage occurred in the Library, where three stacks of books had burned completely through. Again, we had good fortune here; most of the books had heirloom status and the leather bindings had prevented them from blazing—that is to say, the leather halted the flames and thus obstructed a larger conflagration. That would indeed have threatened the entire house, but it was contained within a series of dozens of little fires.

We had been fortunate (if I may use such a word about an attack) in that the castle’s original sturdiness resisted the lick of the flames. Indeed, in one section, where an old carved column rose from floor to ceiling as an ornamental support for the library shelves, the flames had succeeded only in making a little blackening.

I went down to the cellars; no fire had penetrated there. In fact, anybody entering the cellars from the western doors—that is from the butler’s pantry—would never have known that there had been a fire in the house. Only the smell of burning told the story—it hung all over. I have been told that much of the fear related to a house on fire comes from the sense of smell; this odor permeated every place and, I thought, every object. The old window hangings now reeked of it, as did the remaining books on the library shelves—what should we do with those? They reeked too; perhaps the airing of the coming summer days would help, or the frosts of winter.

I stood in the Great Hall, looking through the north and south windows. On this spring day, with its gently sailing white clouds, I allowed myself to breathe for a moment. In the past, I should have shrunk with the inward moan of a querulous child asking self-piteously, “Why me?” Now I gave a grim smile, and commented to myself on the force and pace of my life. Mount Street, Boland’s Mill, Dublin Castle, Kilmainham Jail—no more momentous week could I ever have spent, and nothing in my life had prepared me for it. Then I began to assemble my priorities—though my heart still ached for Harney.

First, I would take Mother home; then I would tackle a horse from the farm, ride over to Knocklong, and find April at Mrs. Moore’s house. I would hear her plans, and then I would ride back to the castle and find my workers. How I needed Harney now; he would have taken such efficient charge over so much—above all, his local intelligence would have set the measure of how seriously we must consider the threats that the arsonists made. In this, I was as a blind and deaf man; other than Harney, I knew nobody in the republican movement, or where to find them.

April, when I saw her, proved admirable; as with Helen, anger had taken her through the difficulty. The Moore house, a fine, gray stone building with tall windows, sits in trees at the end of a curving avenue. One may observe the house from the road and, as I approached, I could see two ladies standing in the doorway, their faces turned to the last of the sun. Even from a distance of several hundred yards, April was easily identified; beside her stood little raven-haired, plump Mrs. Moore.

The bandages shocked me, and I did not trouble to hide it. April’s hands, including all the fingers, wore white swathes to the elbow; her face had suffered no burns. Her hair, uncovered at the time, had singe marks, and the very lowest reaches had been burned; she had managed to beat out the flames before they reached her neck. In doing so, her palms had been burned—and before that, her arms and the backs of her hands had suffered when she’d tried to save books in the Library.

When I questioned her as to the time she’d spent among the flames, she diverted me and talked about the mason and the carpenter and their heroics. Neither man, fortunately, had received any burning, nor damage of any kind, other than distress at the vandalism to their work. I released the anger in her by asking about the arsonists—and in doing so heard the details that I fully expected.

“Three of them came,” she said, “and they felt no necessity to wear masks or disguises. One of them is easily recognized—he has a finger missing.”

I asked, “What exactly did they say? Helen says they threatened everybody.”

“Helen rushed at them; she hit one, and kicked another until I pulled her back.”

My view of our housekeeper took another positive leap.

“Do you believe their threats?”

“They’re scum! Cowards! I’m certain they knew that you had gone away. How did they know that? And I’m certain that they would never have come near the place had you been there. How is Harney?”

“I have much to tell,” I said. “But I want to see those burns.”

Somewhat to my surprise, she readily agreed to let Mrs. Moore and me unbandage her hands and arms. Again, I did not hide my response; she had been burned badly. One burn had a wide black edge—a charring, which is the worst sign of all; I feared permanent scarring. Mrs. Moore told me that they had put an ointment of chamomile leaves on the burns, but it seemed to have had no effect. We repaired to a landing upstairs, and I asked Mrs. Moore to have her housekeeper fetch me a pan, some spoons, buttermilk, three eggs, and some honey.

It did not take long to bring the mixture together. I painted it gently on April’s arms and hands; she never flinched, though I observed tears in her eyes when I had finished.

“Now comes the harder part,” I told her. “You must sit motionless— or certainly as still as you can—for the next three hours, until I take this off.”

As someone who spends her life in perpetual motion, she frowned, but agreed. Mrs. Moore invited me to stay the night, as darkness would soon fall. I accepted, out of weariness as much as anything else—I had scarcely slept all week, and the train in the morning had been most uncomfortably packed with people fleeing Dublin. It seems that every person in Dublin has a country cousin.

Three hours later, in advance of dinner, I removed the loose cheesecloth with which I had covered April’s hands and arms. Touching her filled me with a rare kind of joy, notwithstanding the circumstances, and for the first time I began to feel freedom from the burden of Euclid’s death, and the loss of him. To my surprise, I could already report progress, in that the black charring had reduced. April saw this too, but said nothing—she did cast a significant glance at Mrs. Moore, who smiled. In those days I watched for any and every sign of April’s approval.

At dinner I sat on one side of her; Mrs. Moore sat on the other, and we helped to manipulate food to her fork. Finally, she gave up and began to use a spoon. My chief advice had to do with preventing the blisters from bursting. From across the table, Dan Moore, whom I had never before met, commiserated in a gentle and altogether decent way. We talked not at all of my week’s adventures; when asked about Harney, I sidestepped. Nor did I offer any details about Dublin; I indicated that the city had been closed to all but the military.

When it came to bedtime, I surprised them.

“There will be no more dressings,” I said. “Tomorrow morning, I will again paint the burns with egg white, honey, and buttermilk. When I have gone, peel it off after three hours and make sure that the skin gets air. Keep a towel nearby. If any blister should break, cover the mark with a thin layer of honey”—and I demonstrated. “But tonight you must, I fear, sleep with your arms thus.” I raised my arms above my head, and everybody laughed.

Next morning, after attending to my new patient, I set out for home. We made an arrangement that April should return to Tipperary when she felt ready—and that I would come to Knocklong again in the meantime. Our parting had friendliness and humor in it, although the gratitude for my care was expressed solely by Mrs. Moore—whose husband then walked with me to the gate.

“Will you be calling on the constabulary?”

I said, “I don’t know. Last night, when I awoke for a time, I tried to gauge the best measure.”

“Awkward,” he said. “You’re supposed to tell them—but that’s probably more dangerous.”

“What would you do?” I asked him.

“I’d find ’em and shoot ’em. One at a time. That’d stop the rest of ’em.”
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Charles O’Brien saw more of the Easter Rising than most people in Ireland. It never turned into a countrywide rebellion. That first weekend, some units of republicans—the “Volunteers”—reported for duty here and there throughout the country. But they met, hung around, and disbanded. They had all been waiting months for something to happen. It was on. It was off. It was on again, it was off again. Finally, the main action took place only in Dublin, because the commanders there defied general orders and set out on their own.

A minuscule percentage of the population supported the republicans. The country had become so wedded to the promise of Home Rule that Irishmen equally passionate in that cause threatened to bear arms against the Volunteers.

When it became clear that an armed rebellion was under way, the British authorities declared martial law. Then they used it to license atrocities. In the days and weeks after the Rising, soldiers shot people at sight in the streets of Dublin. Old and young civilians, totally innocent of all rebel connection, were simply mown down.

In response to this barbarism, Irish opinion began to turn, especially in the rural counties. Then came the deaths of the fifteen leaders—and the tide turned completely. Trying to keep officially silent on the names and numbers of the executed had proven futile. There’s no such thing as a secret in Ireland; the dam leaked fast, with all the details. James Connolly, shot in his pajamas, in a wheelchair, was the last straw. The country began to boil.

Day after day, as a horrified people raced to the morning newspapers, Charles waited to hear whether the name of his friend had been included. By the middle of May, London knew, from Irish and international reaction, that it had made an error. It had given Ireland a bunch of martyrs. And Charles had not as yet found Joseph Harney’s name among them.

As to the arson at Tipperary Castle, it had no connection to Easter Week; that, presumably, was the cover for the operation. And it belonged in no republican policy of that time. But it still drove stakes of fear into the hearts of the Anglo-Irish. They assumed that the attack on April Somerville’s estate would prove part of a nationwide movement against them.

In the years just ahead, their apprehensions would turn out to be somewhat correct. A couple of hundred mansions were gutted by deliberate fires—reprisals to military outrages. By then, the arsonists were seen as freedom fighters, and their activities became the War of Independence.

And that guerrilla campaign, fought in fields, on riverbanks and mountainsides, from behind ditches, on bicycles, along village streets— that was the fire that spread from the General Post Office in Dublin and the horrific execution yard in Kilmainham Jail to every county and parish on the island.
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Deliveries of any sort to the castle were a leisurely business—we had a long avenue, and for the driver or carrier there was much to see at the end of it. We received many callers every day but, in the days after I returned, I awaited nobody so eagerly as the bearer of mail. I watched all day—we could see visitors coming from afar; and the next best thing to seeing Harney would be the arrival of a letter telling me that he was safe. The newspapers had not included his name among those executed, but I refused to depend upon that. Despite Father’s faith over the many years of my childhood, I did not believe that I should ever reliably uncover the most crucial personal information in the pages of any journal. (Thus did my attitude change after the incident with Mr. Parnell.)

Therefore, when I’d left Dublin, I’d implored the young photographer whom I had met outside Boland’s Mill to gather news of all those in Kilmainham Jail—the living and the dead—and send it to me in a letter. She gladly agreed to do so and refused all compensation that I offered, with a distinctive gesture at the memory of which I now smile: she turned her face away playfully, like a child being disobedient. True to her word, she faithfully gained access to all that I needed—and did so, I gathered, by the expedient of wishing to photograph the prison governor. As pretty as one of her own pictures, she soon teased from him the names of the executed men and wrote them to me.

My eye, when I opened that letter, raced down the page, skipping from name to name: Eamonn Ceannt, Thomas Clarke, Con Colbert, James Connolly, Edward Daly, Sean Heuston, Thomas Kent, John MacBride, Sean MacDiarmada, Thomas MacDonagh, Michael Mallin, Michael O’Hanrahan, Patrick Pearse, William Pearse, Joseph Plunkett. I never stopped to count; I knew when I had reached the number of fifteen, and—such joy!—no trace of Harney’s name. The photographer told me in her letter that “there are to be no more executions; all others arrested are either being freed or taken to prison camps, mostly in England and Wales, where they will be held, it is said, in the interests of public safety.”

Just before the letter arrived, I had been prizing away a charred piece of wood from a library shelf; now I blackened my own face as my hands wiped my tears: Harney must be alive! I sent Helen to Ardobreen with the good news, and she came back with a note from Mother: “He had too much life in him to die now.” That morning I knew that, sooner or later, he would come home; sooner or later I would see him again. Twice more that day I found myself close to tears—of relief, now, as I no longer had to imagine Harney, with that quick, restless mind, that endless curiosity, facing a firing squad.
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Charles described my mother as I knew her. Her blond curls went slowly white. And all her life she had that sweet, playful way of turning away her face like a child when she didn’t wish to accept a gift or a compliment.

Reading his description of her thrilled me. It also gave me pause. When she told me about the neighbor whose head she’d held up after he accidentally shot himself, she also said, “Don’t mention this to your father.”

I, of course, said, “Why?”—as small boys do.

She said, “I’ll tell you one day.”

And she did. In my teenage years I asked her whether many boys had pursued her when she was young. She said there was only one that she had ever liked. From her description, it must have been Charles O’Brien. She said he was big and generous, with what she called “the manners of a gentleman”—always important to her.

I said, “What happened to him?”

My mother laughed a little and replied, “His heart wasn’t available. But your father has never known that he existed. I’ve never talked about him.”
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As this must also be considered a History of what has impressed me, I shall add a brief account here of my Master Carpenter, an Englishman of Italian origins, Mr. Mulberry. He stands six feet tall, as lean as one of the planks he has planed. His brown eyes take in every knot and gnarl; he runs his hands over a piece of wood as a mother runs a hand over her child’s face. “Measure twice, cut once,” he says; and he measures with more fuss than a seamstress, cuts with more care than a surgeon. No problem can defeat him; he surmounts and surpasses. His love for his work, his dedication to it, his zeal for the beauty that he can wrest from wood—these have as much importance to him as faith to a priest, beauty to a girl.

Mr. Mulberry speaks little, has a liking for humor, protects his tools like a bear her cubs, thinks before he acts—and then acts splendidly. When we first met (I received an introduction to him through Lady Mollie Carew) and he journeyed to the castle (at my expense) for our interview, I thought we should not be friends. He sat in my “office” at the castle and asked penetrating questions: Did they originally use local timber and are there trees still standing in that wood? Who knows what glue was used? How far is the castle from the coast? (In other words, where is the nearest shipwright?)

I answered as best I could, and Mr. Mulberry, with no expression on his face, wrote all my answers in his notebook. It was easy to divine his line of thought; this was restoration, and he wished to use original materials or those related to them, and he knew that shipwrights have the best resources of all who work with timber.

When he had finished his rigorous examination, he put his notebook away and stood to his feet. He said, “I will take the job, but when it comes to the carpentry, everybody has to do what I tell them. Understood?”

He said “Understood?” often, and I came to know that he used it when matters felt difficult to him.

Of all the people who worked on the castle, I watched Mr. Mulberry and Mr. Higgins most closely, as I felt that they had most to teach me. Chalk and cheese though they seemed, they became the firmest of friends, and I believed that their closeness, which lasted all their lives thereafter, was born of the shared principle that work must always be superb. Those men had earned the title “Master”; they believed deeply in their own work, they spoke a pride in the apprenticeship they had served—with much praise for the men who’d taught them—and, if a little impatiently at times, they willingly instructed those around them.

Their merit became evident when I returned from seeing April at Knocklong. I debated with myself whether I should ride on past our gates to the village and find them. Instead, I decided to go to the castle first and seek them later. I need not have paused to think; both men awaited me. They had already ascertained through the drumbeat of village talk that I had returned from Dublin.

I walked with them in and out of the damaged rooms, and through their eyes I saw the charred, blackened expanses with a new disgust. Their anger suffused their faces; both men flushed quite red, and their concern peaked their eyebrows, furrowed their foreheads. When we had completed our tour, I sought to reduce that anger and change it to energy; I asked them where we should begin. Sure enough, the inquiry set them to work, and by two o’clock we had a plan: cleansing, scraping, ordering new materials, and then reconstruction.

Next, we addressed our greater difficulty; as we all agreed, it was the finding of workers who would return, or begin anew. This debate went on for some time, and we resolved it in this way: I would inquire of my father’s farmhands, find names and nominations; they would reach out to such of their workmen as they could find. They had my permission to say that from now on the castle would be guarded with guns, day and night. Furthermore—and here I lied—I had taken the precaution, I told them, of speaking to republican connections in Dublin, where I had gone to seek Harney, and they had assured me of protection, should I ever need it.

Soon, matters improved further. When it became known, through rumor and reluctant officialdom, that the activists who had been arrested after Easter Week had been taken to prison camps in England and Wales, it naturally followed that they must be allowed to receive letters. I established that Harney had been taken to the north of Wales, and I wrote him a long, conversational letter, telling him news of the castle and its troubles and how we were bringing everything under control again. As I prepared the envelope, Helen the housekeeper told me that her brother, Eddie, had also been taken there. I added a P.S. asking Harney to find him.

By the end of the summer, we had all but cleansed the fire damage and were ready to repair it. No arsonist came back to trouble us, and I believe that I understand the reason. In my letter to Harney, I had described the burning, told him what the raiders had said, and worried for the safety of April—and for Helen. In not so many words, I wanted to give Harney as much emboldening as possible—not that he ever needed any—to help us from afar.

And then, late in the year, under a December sky of milky primrose light, came a wonderful day—though, in truth, a day of mixed fortunes. Helen, not a creature who should contemplate a speed greater than a saunter, came puffing up the Long Terrace to me, almost running, almost shouting.

“Oh, sir, oh, sir”—and she had not enough breath to finish.

“Easy, Helen. Take your time”—but her force so shook the air around us that all the workers stopped to look.

“Sir, they’re here, they’re here!” she cried and burst into tears. “Eddie’s home, and Mr. Harney’s with him, sir, they’re here.”

It became my turn to run—and I found Harney in the Ballroom, looking all around him.

I said, as though to a stranger, “May I help you, sir?”

He laughed and spun around.

“The minute I turn my back,” he said, “everything falls apart.”

We did not embrace, we did not shake hands; that was not our way. The tears in our eyes did not fall; as they evaporated, I began to show him what had been damaged. He shook his head over and over.

“I don’t understand it,” he said. “I simply don’t understand it. But—it hasn’t happened since?”

His question contained more than a little severity; I had calculated accurately by writing to him.

As we walked, we talked; he told me about the camp. It had contained Germans captured in the war, and when he’d heard that he and the other Irish republicans were being sent there, he’d felt great relief; he’d known then that they would have prisoner-of-war status.

I asked, “Did you travel alone today?”

“No. We came in at Cork, and now I have to go on home.”

As he spoke, two other men appeared, and he added, “These were my traveling companions.”

One, I deduced, must be the brother of Helen—he had the same barrel shape, round head, and pug nose; the other was our erstwhile visitor and my courtroom interrogator, Mr. Noonan, who, as he walked toward us, was deep in laughing conversation with April—which was how my fortunes grew mixed that day and afterward.
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Old IRA men in Tipperary often stated, “Frongoch freed us.” The saying had a double edge. First you were expected to understand that they had been released from the camp. But what they really meant was that Frongoch bred the guerrillas who took up where Easter Week left off. More than seventeen hundred men were sent there. Most had some connection to the idea of armed rebellion—and those who didn’t soon caught on.

Inside the camp—later nicknamed “Sinn Fein’s University”—they created a regime. The teachers among them set up classes, with much history and politics. Their intense worship already had a zealous Catholic base. They spent hours every day exercising; they drilled like soldiers on a barracks square.

Most crucially, they heard military theory. They acknowledged the central fact that had been driven home during Easter Week: they had no chance whatsoever against a standing army of the size and firepower available to Britain. But they did have assets that might prove invincible. They had a countryside in which thousands of men could hide, and an indigenous population now sympathetic enough to hide them.

So, in Frongoch, they agreed upon a style of warfare that we Irish subsequently claimed to have invented—the rural guerrilla. With variations, they drew up a strategy that would be called “Flying Columns.” Small active units—perhaps no more than a dozen men in any one of them— would be drawn from as many parishes and villages across the country as they could muster. With basic arms, such as rifles, handguns, and, where it could be managed, a machine gun, they would attack local garrisons and ambush military transports.

This strategy became famous as a means of empowering the powerless. Some historians claim that Chairman Mao emulated it, as well as the Vietcong. Many agree that it defined the French Resistance, a claim supported by the fact that the word “maquis,” which the French called themselves, means scrub or scrubland—from which the maquisards materialized to attack German convoys.

Among the Irish, its chief proponent became the revolution’s—and the country’s—greatest hero of all time. He taught his guerrilla tactics in Frongoch, when he came out he began to organize it, and later he led it. His name was Michael Collins—and he was the next visitor to Tipperary Castle. Later that week, he came looking for Harney. Incidentally, Charles never describes whether Dermot Noonan stayed on, whether he ate a meal at the castle, or when he left.
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I walked with Harney to the main gate; he took my bicycle and would “report back for duty,” he told me, “next Monday, the first of January. It’s a new week, a new year, and a new era.” I watched until he rode out of sight; few pleasures in life have been greater than seeing Harney safe and well after all he had been through. He did not look thinner or plumper, he did not require a haircut or a shave—he looked exactly the same.

When I asked if the incarceration had affected him, he said, “There were people who made it good.” One of those people arrived at the castle on Friday the 29th of December.

I did not know who he was—but I knew from the moment I saw him that he was remarkable. He alighted from a motor-car which stopped halfway up the avenue, at a place where it is wide enough for a large, wheeled vehicle to turn around. Wearing a gray homburg hat and a gabardine coat, he walked quickly. Work at the castle had eased down a little; I had given many of our workers some days of holiday, on account of inclement weather and so that they might enjoy Christmas—and thus I alone saw him arrive; I stood in the now splendid main doorway.

He walked straight to me and held out his hand.

“Mr. O’Brien”—a statement, not a question.

I said, “Yes,” and he said, “My name is Mick Collins and I’m looking for Joe Harney.”

“He went to see his family in Urlingford. He’ll be back here on Monday.”

Collins looked past me and all around. “So this is the castle?”

“You know about it?”

“Joe talked about it all the time. I teased him about it—keeping alive the imperial past.”

He laughed, and I said, “Is that what you believe?”

“May I see the place?”

He stood about five feet ten inches, a very handsome fellow, quick of speech, a Cork accent. As we walked, he looked at the rooms minutely— and I surveyed him.

Back in the hallway, he asked, “Is the woman who owns it here?”

I shook my head. April had gone to visit my mother; they had become friends, and tried to meet frequently.

“Well,” he said, looking around. “I have two thoughts, and they’re both right. On the one hand, this place was built on the backs of abused tenants, whose unjust rents paid for it. On the other hand, it might be owned by foreigners, but we’re the ones who built it. Irish skill, labor, and genius built this place.” He pointed to the stucco fruit clusters on the injured cornices. “See them? I bet they’re Stapletons. Not an Italian name, nor a French one, but Stapleton. An Irishman.”

I said, “I’m very aware of all that—it’s one of the things I like about my job.”

“Well, it’ll all be yours one day.”

I shook my head. “No. Not at all.”

Long ago, I had begun refusing that hope, stamping down that aspiration.

“Joe Harney says you’re going to marry this woman here. He says it’s like watching two stars spinning around each other.”

I said, firmly, “Mr. Collins, that will not occur.”

He walked away from me and came back again.

“Come here to me,” he said.

To my astonishment, he grabbed my forearms and began to wrestle with me. Such strength! He was laughing, and I got over my surprise, went along with it, and laughed also; we wrestled and tugged, hauled and heaved all around the castle hall, that big echoing place and not a soul to see us. Finally, I gripped his hands behind him in a way that he could not break and I heard myself say like a schoolboy, “Give in.”

“Never!”

“Give in.”

“No.”

“Give in,” I said, “or it’s the floor for you.”

He laughed, his arms sagged, I let go, he turned around, and we shook hands.

“Mr. O’Brien, can you fire a gun?”

“Why do you ask?”

“You can guess.”

I shook my head. “No. Nor will I.”

Michael Collins said, “I must go; I have a man waiting for me.”

“But you haven’t had a drink or a bite to eat!”

He said, “There’ll be other times.”

And there were other times, many other times, and I relished them all, no matter what difficulty accompanied them, and in common with the rest of the country I wept on the day he died. He was twenty-six years and two months old the day I first met him; I shall always be glad of that moment, overjoyed that I subsequently saw him so often, and deeply sad that I shall never meet him again.
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Michael Collins became a walking legend, a living myth. If he had actually met all the people who said they knew him, he would never have got anything done; he’d have been shaking hands all day, every day. But my own father did meet him; he knew him through a cousin married to one of Collins’s cousins.

My father didn’t like Collins. He said that Collins “scared” him—although he did acknowledge the legendary coolness of nerve, said to be Collins’s chief feature. And when I was a boy, my father told me a story of his own days as a young railway clerk in Dublin, where he worked for some months of 1920.

One summer night, in Sackville (now O’Connell) Street, he ran into a military cordon. He had to wait behind the barricade, as did everybody else. As he stood there, my father saw a man nearby, holding a bicycle. My father told a story well.

“The man saw me, strolled over, rolling the bike, and he said to me, ‘You’re John Joe Nugent’ and immediately put a finger to his own lips, indicating of course that I shouldn’t reply, ‘And you’re Michael Collins’—which is what I might have done, except that I wouldn’t, because he was the most wanted man in Ireland; there was a reward of ten thousand on his head, and big ‘Wanted’ posters of him everywhere, on every wall in the city.

“Before I could say to him, ‘What are you doing here—are you out of your mind and all these soldiers everywhere?’ he says to me, ‘Would you ever hold this bike for me for a few minutes?’ and he handed the handlebars to me. I grabbed them and he walked off toward the buildings where all the soldiers were going in and out like bees in a hive.

“The next minute I saw him, on the steps of the Gresham Hotel, and he was talking to the officer in charge of the military action. They were laughing like old pals, and it was the first time I found out that sweat can flow down from under your arms—it was like two little cool rivers down my sides. And then I saw Collins strolling back toward me, the hat on his head, the gabardine coat on a summer’s night.

“He took the bike back from me. ‘Thanks, John Joe,’ he says, and I says to him, ‘In the name of God, are you out of your head? What were you up to?’ And he says to me, ‘I had to find out what the soldiers were doing.’ And he winked at me, and he leaned forward, and he whispered, ‘And d’you know what they’re doing? They’re searching the Gresham Hotel for me.’ And off he goes. That was Michael Collins for you. Cool as a lake.”

Collins turned Ireland—or, rather, the British authority in Ireland— inside out. After the internment in Wales, he developed in practice what he had taught there in theory. He built guerrilla squadrons all across the country—each county had its Flying Columns. And he assembled other hit squads that devastated British intelligence and killed their agents. He saw Ireland’s nosiness and gossip as guerrilla assets—with the right contacts, he could uncover any plan. And in propaganda terms he capitalized upon every British atrocity and reprisal; his supporters reported and published them.

Perhaps his outstanding achievement was his capturing of men’s loyalty. Collins assembled his unconventional army in a country where respect for authority was considered close to treachery—because all authority was British. This ran so deep that common cause didn’t necessarily guarantee automatic obeying of orders. But Collins’s men would have gone through fire for him. As they did, and all their lives—and I met them and spoke to them—they would say with quiet pride, “I was a Collins man myself.” There were more than fifteen thousand of them on active duty. All told, he mustered another sixty thousand “helpers” out of a population of three and a half million.

Collins called himself a soldier, not a politician. Yet he took part in the eventual negotiations that brought the War of Independence to an end. Then we shot him, his own countrymen, his political rivals, in the civil war that followed.

My parents often spoke of “the day Michael Collins died.” Both had occasion to be out of the house, and traveling. My father got off a train in Limerick and saw people kneeling on the streets, weeping. Three counties away, in Kilkenny, different city, different province, my mother saw the same. Each said afterward that they knew, without asking, what had happened.
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In the summer of 1917, with the work fairly bustling onward at the castle, and an army of human ants fetching and carrying and toiling, April asked me to take her on a tour. By now I had learned to drive the motorcar, and so had she. Her arms had healed wonderfully, and when she had come back to the castle, in early summer 1916, Mrs. Moore had come too. Together, we’d kept bathing the burns with egg whites, honey, and buttermilk, and when the new skin grew back, we saw no scars of any kind.

However, for a period of more than three weeks in July, April took to her bed with a curious but strong influenza, which interfered with her breathing. I feared tuberculosis. Our wonderful predecessor at Ardobreen, the oft-naked Captain Ferguson, had planted eucalyptus in many varieties, and I filled bowls with their crushed and pounded leaves, poured boiling water upon them, and steamed their essence in April’s bedroom. Slowly she recovered; but for some weeks she remained frail and scarcely moved out of doors.

The tour that she had requested took us to six Great Houses. She had written ahead to each, and had previously known most of them through either Dan and Katherine Moore or the Somervilles. All replied, all invited us to stay, and we set out on an itinerary that would last about eight days.

We had glorious weather. I loved driving the Dunhill, and we took Jerry Hallinan, the mechanic, with us; he sat behind on the high, overhanging seat as we sped along the road. Sometimes, though not every day, we saw another car, and we always halted on the roadway to talk and compare experiences. And when we stopped in a village or town for lunch, we were immediately surrounded by people of great curiosity and interest; Jerry enjoyed being the main actor in this little drama as he explained the wonders of the engine.

Our tour took us to three counties; we paid one visit in Waterford, two in the county Cork, two in Limerick, and one in the North Riding of Tipperary. When she first asked me to accompany her, April also gave me the reason. She said that she wanted to reassure the other owners of houses such as Tipperary of her intentions to stay and play a full part in the life of her estate and of her new country.

“It is, after all, the land of my ancestors,” she said.

Although I suspected that she also wanted some education in how to run a Great House, I made no comment. Since her return to full health, her zeal toward the castle had not diminished, as I sometimes feared it understandably might have done. Instead, it had redoubled. She now flung herself even more intensively into every task in the place, and Harney remarked to me more than once on her energy, and her boundless interest in every aspect. We admired her greatly for it, and liked to be surprised by her, as we were when we first witnessed this city girl’s—this English girl’s—capacity for understanding how we might stock the fields with cattle and sheep.

She came to every fair and market with us, as we slowly bought herds and flocks. She it was who engaged both of our stock managers—the cattleman and the sheepman. She personally took over all the establishment and management of the piggeries, and she meant, she said, “to be feeding a thousand pigs by 1920.” (The buildings for such farming, the byres and sties, had been in place, we calculated, for at least a century and a half; they had been built solidly and needed little repair.)

We agreed that we would start our tour with the house farthest away, and so we set out for Curraghmore, the estate of the Marquis of Waterford. I had some apprehensions as to such griefs as we might encounter along the way. In the middle of 1917, the news from the war in Europe had already appalled us beyond endurance, and every village and every estate was losing men of every rank and class.

I knew something of Curraghmore; it had been the subject of a Euclid “research” many years before. That winter, he had taken a decision to let his hair grow down over his eyes, then had it cut in a neat fringe that hung like a black curtain upon the bridge of his nose. As ever, he’d rationalized it.

“You have heard what people say—that the eyes are the windows of the soul. I do not wish people to have such easy access to my soul—and besides, I can see their eyes from behind my curtain of hair, which gives me the advantage of them.” Whereupon he would flick his heavy fringe.

During the previous summer, in a different phase, he had taken a decision never to smile again—because somebody had told him what a charming smile he possessed. I remain thankful that he abandoned that posture; when Euclid smiled the sun came out.

He had not at that stage decided how he wished to spend his life (in time it would emerge sadly that he had little choice in the matter). If asked, he would reply, “I am a student of mysteries.” Indeed, he did spend a very great deal of time studying mysteries of which he had heard or read—and Curraghmore and its legends came into his curriculum.

The Waterford estate lies in as lovely a countryside as you will find in Ireland, with the river Clodagh watering the place. We drove in from the main road at about eleven o’clock in the morning. So sheltered is this private valley of Lord Waterford’s that, it is said, the leaves of autumn cling until Christmas. As with Tipperary, the house may not be fully seen until the avenue curves out of the trees and into the open plain. The effect is altogether magnificent.

On account of its windows, the building gleams like a cube of light. If each of the four walls has three stories in height, and each story has seven windows, I add that up to eighty-four windows, many of them ten feet high, all reflecting the sun across Lord Waterford’s five and a half thousand acres.

“More land than Tipperary? Hmm,” said April, and she frowned.

The sixth Marquis was not present—“war work in London”—and his aunt met us, a large, tall woman of great, imposing style. She wore a red fez.

“You were married to that drunk, weren’t you?” she said airily to April as we climbed the steps, and such was Miss Beresford’s vivacity that she gave no offense. Some years older than my mother, she looked at me as a butcher looks at a carcass. Turning to April, she raised an eyebrow.

“Convention forbids what I want with him,” she said, and affected a wicked shudder.

In the hallway of the house, she whistled on her fingers like a huntsman. Three dogs raced down the stairs, and the smallest, a terrier, jumped into her arms from ten feet away. Miss Beresford wore a garment of black that resembled a military tent, which seemed—when I looked closer—covered in dog hairs.

She showed us the high rooms and their paintings and sculptures; and deep, dark furniture, on which sat glorious pieces of crystal glass from the nearby city.

“A Quaker fellow started this glass-making,” she said in her lazy drawl. “From England. And there were some brothers, I forget their names. My father gave them all some money, and from time to time they gave us glass. That is all.”

We sat to lunch at a long table. She fed the dogs from her plate, and called to a prowling cat, “Get out, you bitch, you’re getting nothing here until you start bringing in some mice. Earn your keep!”

We ate and drank a good meal, and even though I had many times been in the houses of my parents’ Anglo-Irish friends, and Mother’s relations, I had not visited so grand a residence. It took my breath away, as did this strangely magnificent lady, and I observed how calmly she lived this life of wonder. She wore giant rings of crystal in her ears and talked with the ceaselessness of an engine.

It became clear that April found her delightful—and the regard was reciprocated. I might as well not have been there—except for the fact that now and again Miss Beresford would narrow her eyes, look down the table at me, turn to April, nod to indicate me, and lick her lips, saying, “Ooooooooh!” Somehow she accomplished this without the slightest possibility of offending.

She told us a little of the history—how the de la Poers had come here as Norman barons in the twelfth century and by “shrewd judgment” had not only maintained their place in this exquisite valley, but had actually expanded their holdings over the centuries. Then she looked at April.

“Now, did you get Tipperary justly—or did you fool them all?”

April blushed, and I said, “The judge in the case was more than—”

“I didn’t ask you, handsome,” said Miss Beresford. “I want it from the horse’s mouth. The whole country said, my dear, that you stole a great march on us all.”

April said, quite calmly, “Then the whole country is wrong. The whole country should find something better to do with its time.”

Miss Beresford clapped her hands, and whinnied a laugh so loud that the cat jumped and the dogs grew nervous.

“Oh, that’s my girl, that’s the spirit. Anyway, whose business is it what your grandmother did? Whoops—the bladder.”

She jumped from the table, with the dogs following. When she returned ten minutes later, she did so while loudly calling some savage imprecation down on some unseen person in a room off a corridor somewhere.

I had been looking all around the room—such opulence, such delight. When Miss Beresford sat down, I said, “This truly is a splendid house. It must be the finest house in Ireland.”

She looked sideways at me to see whether I flattered her.

“There is a better one,” she said, “and you damn know it. Your damsel here owns it.”

Miss Beresford addressed April again.

“Work the land. Do not have tenants. I hope you do not intend to. You see—these people, I suffer many as tenants; they are dirty and lazy, and they will let the land rot.”

“I mean to farm it all,” said April.

“Now—the fire. Did you go and shoot the fellows who tried to burn you out? Only language they understand, you know—they’re like the black fellows out in Africa, although thank God they don’t go naked here in Ireland. That’s the only benefit of a non-tropical climate.”

April said, sweetly, “I believe your family has an interesting background.”

Jerry Hallinan had regaled us with the story of a curse—in the shape of a dog who haunts Curraghmore, and who has been seen by many, with sworn oaths to that effect.

“Oh, you mean the curses? This place is thoroughly cursed.”

Perceiving April’s delight, she went on to tell a tale, but not about a phantom hound. The curse came from a widow who lived on the Curraghmore estate. She had one son, her hale and hearty breadwinner. But the young man had a resentment of the landlord and often stole milk, and apples, and straw for his and his mother’s bedding. When the widow begged him to desist, he laughed her off. Being a woman of some ethics, she approached the landlord, the first Marquis, and asked him to discipline her son for these petty thefts.

Lord Waterford, however, according to Miss Beresford, his flamboyant descendant, “had a taste for excess, as do I, as do I. And, d’you know—he hung the youth. From the branch of a tree, a beech, I believe. Hung him like a sack of potatoes. Until he was, as you might say, very well-hung indeed.” (Again came the great, sky-piercing laugh.)

When the shocked widow remonstrated, he cut at her with his whip—and in return she cursed his “seed, breed, and generation,” and said that the next seven Lords of Waterford, beginning with him, would meet an untimely and violent death.

“And it’s still up and running, you know,” Miss Beresford added. “We’ve had gunshots, falls from horses, and other misadventures; one Marquis was eaten alive by his own hounds. I think there’s only one to go—I lose count. God knows how he’ll die.”

Suddenly, something new occurred to Miss Beresford and she looked at me.

“Is your father Bernard O’Brien?” As, nodding, I began to reply, she said, “I think I know the fellow.” Turning to April she said, “Loved the ladies, loved us.”

Miss Beresford rose. “I will show you the rest of the house, dear. You”—she pointed a finger at me—“you can go to the stables.”

I trusted that she meant I could inspect the horses, but it also sounded as though she meant that I should sleep there.

We stayed the night, and dined as we had lunched—at the long, long table in whose polished wood I could see my face. Through dinner, Miss Beresford began to fall asleep. Soon a maid arrived and assisted her upstairs, with April following.

I do not believe that we learned much of how a Great House is run— but April and Miss Beresford became true friends, and soon corresponded.

As we drove away from Curraghmore, she asked me, “Miss Beresford—is she what you would call an Irish eccentric?”

I corrected the term: “An Anglo-Irish eccentric.”

The weather held up—dreamily golden days, with the hedges full of blossoms, and the wavy fields yellow with grain. We had planned our distances well, and we reached our other appointments in an excellent frame of mind. Soon it became apparent that, by comparison with some others of the Anglo-Irish, Miss Beresford might be counted the sanest person we met.

Lady Argus in Ballydaniel bathed her feet in her own urine every night—“to harden the skin.” I wished that she had not chosen to do so in front of her guests. The Mountpatricks fought at dinner—not merely squabbled. Taking exception at some idea of her husband’s, Lady Mountpatrick rose from the table and struck him across the head repeatedly with a book. He caught her by the ankle and pulled her to the floor— then resumed eating as his wife crawled back to her chair.

Sir Michael Cross—who had, it was said, a thousand guinea-hens on his lawns—introduced to dinner a young man who wore rouge, and Lady Cross remonstrated, “If Michael’s catamite continues to steal from my dressing-room, I’ll soon have no rouge left.” Raising her eyebrows to April she said, “And if it were only the rouge”—at which point the young man, named Angus, began to cry.

The Shandons came in from a shoot about an hour after we arrived. Lady Shandon saw us in the great hallway (where we had been much entertained by the disputes of the servants), came running up the steps, and almost fell. It soon became clear that she had been drinking heavily— though not as heavily as her husband.

“I don’t know who you are, sir,” he said to me. “I don’t know the doxy with you, I’ve never heard of any of you, I haven’t been expecting you, and as far as I’m concerned you can bugger off.” At dinner he was charm personified: “Now tell me all about yourselves, my dears.”

The remaining house had immense charm; Drishane will ever remain uppermost of that tour. Here, in a pretty setting where you can smell the ocean from the window of every room, we were the guests of the distinguished writer Miss Edith Somerville. Her books about Englishmen in Ireland, and their humorous mishaps at the hands of the roguish locals, had become quite famous; April had been devouring them. When we arrived, there was a contest as to which lady wanted to meet the other more, as Miss Somerville had known all about the Limerick Somervilles and the castle lawsuit.

I believe that I have never eaten so much bread and scones. Miss Somerville sat at the head of her dining-table, speaking of her deceased literary collaborator, “Martin Ross”—in real life, her cousin Violet Martin—as though the lady had not died two years earlier, in 1915.

The talk, as it often did, went to the Easter Rising. By now, many people knew that I had been in Dublin that week, and Miss Somerville said that she had wanted to be there herself, “with a gun in my hands— but I consulted my love and she said, ‘Yes, but where shall you be each night, and how shall I find you when I come back from where I am?’ So I stayed in Drishane.”

So naturally did she speak these words that April asked me later whether Miss Somerville did indeed refer to a deceased woman—what had been their relationship? I explained that the literary partnership sprang from what would have been called a “romantic” connection, had one of them been male.

Drishane spoke many things to me—and, I would discover, to April—as to how Tipperary must be run. While reeking of literature and art, the house also sat on a working farm, in whose daily operations Miss Somerville had immersed herself. In residence and acreage very much smaller than Tipperary, it gave us a feeling of what we might do. Brilliant visitors came often to Drishane. And not just members of the Ascendancy; the literary and artistic lions came too—Mr. Shaw had recently stayed there; Mr. Yeats was soon expected. Painters and dancers and great lawyers sat at Miss Somerville’s feet and found her both challenging and adorable.

But it seemed to me that we had an advantage over every other Great House in Ireland, and one that we had not yet, through pressure of restoration works, examined in full. We had a theater.

My heart danced at this thought, but I refrained from raising it with April. All in good time, I thought. As we drove home, I found myself torn between two strong feelings: the excitement of this theatrical prospect and the apprehension lest some attack or other mishap had taken place at the castle. In the event, we found all in excellent shape, we were greeted as returning heroes, no bad news awaited us—and they had begun the restoration of the great mural at the western wall of the Ballroom, my own pet project.
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If my mother, Margery Coleman Nugent, had been the photographer in Dublin who met and took care of Charles O’Brien at the end of Easter Week and later sent at least one piece of correspondence to him, why had I never heard of it?

That and other, related thoughts irked me when I first read these recent sections of Charles’s text. I stopped reading—and I changed course; I began to rifle my memory. The first haul was as predictable as a trawler’s— a lot of mundane stuff and one or two glittering, appetizing items.

You can’t call my childhood life in any way remarkable. I would have liked more enchantment. For instance, some children have the feeling that they are adopted. They fancy that they came from Gypsies or some other exotic root. I didn’t. My complaint was that our house was so small.

It wasn’t large enough for the adventures enjoyed by children in the storybooks I read. We had no back stairs, no dark corridors, no stone-floored, mysterious pantries. I didn’t have a paneled wall that might open any night and beckon me to sunny, magical lands. My ceiling was too low for me to fly around the room. The window wasn’t a casement—a fairy wind could not blow it open. And anyway, it looked out on a little street, not into a garden dark with laurel bushes, where winding paths led to a glistening lake.

It’s not that I didn’t try; I did. But I didn’t even have wallpaper. The walls were painted a dull beige, with a chocolate-brown door. I wasn’t able to do anything about that.

How wonderful it would have been if my father had been carrying Michael Collins’s gun. How thrilling if he had been a fire-eater. I’d have settled for a juggler or some mild card tricks.

But my mother had been this quick-off-the-mark photographer whose pictures of Easter Week became famous. Although I wasn’t allowed to tell anyone, on account of her reticence, it was thrilling to know it.

I think my delight at her place in history imbued my teaching spirit. Earning a monthly salary in a small country town in Ireland did not keep me from all vividness. And, as her early career rewarded her all through her life, mine prospered similarly; I am proud of the excitement that I generated. To this day, I meet men I taught as boys. They single me out when they see me in town. Sometimes they call to the house with a small gift at Christmas. Always they tell me that they remember things I taught them, and how I made lessons come alive, that there was never anything they didn’t understand. Some of them will recite from Dryden or Pope, or one of Shakespeare’s sonnets. One man called his champion grey-hound Horatio!

When our only child died (of meningitis—she was four), we were showered with letters. And when my wife, Polly, died a few years later, of cancer, the funeral was half a mile long. That’s what teaching gave me— because I put into it my energy and my sense of knowledge’s thrill.

So—to summarize again: first I had a weird feeling that I belonged to these pages or they belonged to me, or should so. And then, at the shooting of Charles, I realized that I truly did have a natural connection to this text. The details of 1916 confirmed it; I simply did not know how deep the involvement went.

Nor did I know—or for a moment anticipate—that it went even deeper to April Burke than to Charles O’Brien.

As I read that description of my mother, and as I read that she had written to Charles, my searches intensified. No stone, I told myself, would not be turned; no stream would not be sourced. That’s how I came to see the acres of the Great War’s white crosses. And otherwise I’d never have come so close to Easter Week, whose every battle I have since traced. But those scrutinies—and their findings—were only the overture.
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I shall now describe the events surrounding the great mural, over which I feel especial proprietorship. The Ballroom runs east to west, and the sunlight beams in through the southern, floor-to-ceiling French doors, which lead out to the Main Terrace and the Parterre. During all the works, I kept reminding myself that, one summer night, here in this Ballroom, guests would dance, and between dances stroll outside to take the air.

From the three drawing-rooms, three pairs of painted doorways—all fruits and flowers, nymphs and shepherds—open into the Ballroom; at the other end, the room concludes in a mighty wall. By comparison with my later scrutinies, I did little more than glance around me on that first visit as Responsible Overseer; too much debris prevented and discouraged me. In the following days and weeks, however, I left nothing unseen—and that is how I came to discover the mural.

I had no idea of its existence. On the day that I first took over, I concentrated on finding and assessing the safe places in the castle, and I did not discover the painting for four days. In fact, it took a specifically strong and directed beam of sunlight to suggest that the wall had not been painted a simple white; I ascertained it while wrestling with a handle on one of the tall doors, trying to determine whether rust had irretrievably eaten the lock.

Turning away, I looked down the Ballroom, and thought that I saw a phantom of some kind; certainly I became aware of a great presence. I have no propensity to spectral experiences; they interest me only for curiosity, never for belief. Yet, almost mocking myself, I looked again. No, I had not been wrong the first time; yes, the room did contain a specter—a massive figure in the middle of the wall, whose scarlet and yellow garb came faintly through what I had taken to be white paint.

Down the ballroom I walked, trying not to mask the sun’s beams. I touched the wall, and soon realized that the “white paint” was, in fact, a kind of mold that had formed all over the wall. It took the form of a stiff white powder, coating and obscuring everything; the tunicked figure behind it proved simply too strong to be contained.

With the utmost care, I began to brush away the caked powder. I am proud that I had the sense to do it down low, in one corner, a tiny patch at first, where any damage that I might cause would not easily be perceived, would not leap out at the eye. The powder was stiff; it needed my pocket-knife, with which I took even greater care than I had done with my hands and fingernails.

Under the caking (caused by dampness on top of paint, as I later learned), lay a mural of brilliance and vivid color. It had as a theme Odysseus the Wanderer, Homer’s great hero, but at that moment all I could discover was a scrap of purple cloth, which seemed part of a gown or cloak, and the paw of a small animal, perhaps a dog.

While the light was with me, I walked along the wall, peering as closely as I could, in a fair state of excitement. I soon established that the mural ran the entire width of the Ballroom wall, and from floor to ceiling. By placing my face close to the moldy coating, and glancing askance along the face of the wall, I could see a little more of the painting—and it looked magnificent. Immediately I vowed that however it would be done, that painting would one day be restored, its genius shown to the world, and perhaps even its painter identified and hailed.

I supervised the reclaiming of that mural myself. For two years I searched the world for the best restorers. The war in Europe undoubtedly hindered me, but at last I found my man—or, rather, my man and his wife. They came from France, from near Avignon—Serge and Claudette Lemm. Both spoke good English, she more than he because she had spent some years in Scotland. In their late thirties, quiet and elegant, they had met on a church work in Tuscany and had since restored many wall paintings in French houses.

That August day in 1917, when we returned from our tour of the Anglo-Irish Ascendancy, the Lemms had arrived and begun work. They had raised a high platform all along the Ballroom wall (with great care they had covered the floor with layers of burlap), and they had also hung two great sets of sheets. The inner sheet, of strong muslin, protected the mural itself, and they would take it down carefully every night, carry it like a corpse to the exterior of the castle, and, far from everything, shake it gently, to release any powder that had adhered to it. The outer sheet, of heavy coarse linen, hid them and their platform from prying eyes.

I exulted that they had begun, and every Saturday I climbed their platform (the only one permitted) to examine the postage-stamp-sized area they had uncovered and refreshed that week. They worked in silence, but no oppressiveness hung about them. Each time they saw me, they smiled and continued working—good, shy people who went on to achieve an outstanding result.

For the remainder of 1917 there is little to report. The war grew more dreadful every day; we had now lost sixteen men from our small parish. When the two sons of one of our carpenters perished, April rendered a touching requiem. She had been working in the theater; by now all the doors had been returned—with no great effort—to their full function; and she had opened everything wide. As I had done for the general works, she had opened a ledger for the theater alone, and had listed all that she conceived of doing or that needed attention. In this, Harney helped her particularly; I could see that they had become friends, and I much enjoyed observing their closeness.

When the news came through that the Nealon brothers had perished (with the British Tank Corps, at the battle of Cambrai, in the north of France), April came to me. She suggested that we “gather all the men when they stop to lunch, herd them to the theater, and remember, with some poems, Mr. Nealon’s two sons.”

The occasion moved all present. Mr. Nealon, usually a talkative and fidgety man, had been silent and hunched since his dreadful bereavement. Now he thanked us as we showed him in advance the words that we would read: a passage from Tennyson’s great requiem, “In Memoriam”; Harney would recite, in Irish, “Kilcash,” a poem about a great Irish house not far from Tipperary; and I would speak a short verse that Mother had read at Euclid’s funeral; “How shall we mourn the ones we love? / With banners, praise and singing; / And in the skies, far up above, / We’ll hear their voices ringing.”

The stage had been swept of all dust and the musty curtains rolled far back to each side, out of sight. All these workmen sat on the faded turquoise-and-gold chairs of the auditorium, afraid of embarrassment at their rough clothes, and stiff with bewilderment at such emotion.

But they changed; Mr. Nealon, of whom I knew little, had been sitting with us on the stage, out of honor and respect. When Harney had finished speaking, Mr. Nealon stood up and, by prior arrangement with us, sang a song which has recently become very popular around here, by name of “Danny Boy.” I feared mawkishness, but Harney quelled me, by telling me that the song portrays a father mourning a son. The audience of my workers soon joined in—and thus did we put on the first performance in the theater of Tipperary castle.
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A couple of months later, two rockets would crash into Charles O’Brien’s life. Of one he writes openly, and he goes on to devote a sizable chunk of his “History” to it. The War of Independence began, and it affected the life of Tipperary Castle. But he never wrote a word about the second—at least not in the text. In 1918, April fell in love with Dermot Noonan. He had been calling often to the castle, on republican business with Harney.

It began in secret—but Ireland’s a fish tank. In September 1918, Amelia began to mention it in her journal: “What is going on? Why does Charles have to suffer so?” In December, April confessed it to Katherine Moore and asked advice: “Tell me I’m not mad, Kitty.”

And in December too, Charles himself wrote one heart-searing letter about it to Harney. With no preamble, no pleasantries—Harney had gone home for Christmas—Charles launched into the subject with a howl of pain.

Dear Harney,

Help me. I am destroyed. All my secret dreams—of which you alone are the keeper—are broken into bits. Yesterday, at ten o’clock in the morning, I saw April coming out of the Narrow Wood. As she climbed the field by the edge of the trees, she looked behind often, and she also had a task to adjust her skirts and other clothing. Indeed, she stopped for some time until respectable again. I was about to ride down to where she walked when, emerging from the wood on the other side, came your friend Noonan.
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By the first days of February 1919, I knew in my heart—and remarked as much to Harney—that war had broken out in Ireland. It began simply enough when, a few miles from Tipperary, members of a Flying Column ambushed some policemen in order to grasp the explosives that they were escorting to a stone quarry. Two policemen died, the explosives were seized, carted away, and hidden, to be used in making bombs—and the authorities declared reprisals. From that moment Ireland was at war; and I knew it from the changed pattern of events, the drama of which came to rest in Tipperary Castle on many quickened nights.

To begin with, Michael Collins visited. He came to meet Harney, and when I first saw him again, I extended to him the facilities of the castle and offered to have him stay. He refused.

“That won’t be good for you or for the great work you’re doing here,” he said. “The less that’s known about me coming here, the better.”

Harney, standing beside him, agreed.

As time wore on, I understood what he meant. Mr. Collins’s visits to us had been, in essence, for planning operations; strange, rawboned young men often arrived in his wake, and went into quiet meetings with him, walking the fields in the distance. (Indeed, when the strangers began to appear before he did, I knew that Mr. Collins would not be far behind.) Harney told me that this pattern was being repeated all over Ireland, and I soon came to know that for the years 1917 and 1918, Michael Collins had toured the land, preparing and putting into shape a guerrilla army for a fearsome war.

At their mutual insistence, I introduced him to April. I had not wished to do so in case she became implicated in any way. He displayed exemplary courtesy to her, complimented her upon the style and magnitude of the enterprise that she had undertaken, and apologized for distracting some of her colleagues from the castle works. I had expected him to give a speech on the perfidy of the English—especially when he heard her accent—but he did not. Early in 1918, for example, he commiserated on the dreadfulness of the German war; and he spoke to her with great interest and passion of France, and Paris, the glories of European continental life.

“All our future lies there,” he said. He quoted from the Reverend John Donne: “No man is an island, entire of itself; every man is a piece of the continent, a part of the main”—and April told him that she had read it aloud at her father’s funeral.

To which Michael Collins replied quietly, “This is in general a time of funerals.”

One day late in 1918, an encounter took place that changed our lives at the castle for some time. Harney approached me and asked if he could speak to me privately. When I went outside with Harney I saw that Mr. Collins had arrived, and with him a squat, black-eyed, powerful-looking man. His name was Dan Breen, and in time he would become one of the most feared republican guerrillas in the country. It was said that if the soldiers came to search for him and his mother put out his boots by the door—indicating that he had come home for the night—the troops retreated, prepared to say back at the barracks that they had not found him. He never went anywhere without two revolvers.

We walked a long way from the castle without speaking; I could always trust Harney to know when silence should be observed. Soon, Mr. Collins spoke to me:

“There will be operations starting around here. Violent events. Men will be looking for shelter.”

Harney and Mr. Breen said nothing; I waited.

“I’d bet that the castle has bolt-holes of all kinds,” said Collins. “It’d be very easy for men to hide here.”

Still I listened.

“But if the British Army came to know that you were hiding men on the run—the consequences could be severe.”

I said, “How severe?”

By now we had halted, out in the high fields to the south; far away, I could see the thin ribbons of silver water flowing down the sides of the mountains.

“You could be shot. And Mrs. Somerville could be shot—although I’d doubt it; she’s English. But you’d be blamed.”

“I’d be shot?”

Mr. Collins said, “I think so.”

I said to Harney, “What do you think?”

“They’d shoot you, Charles. Or put you on trial, and then hang you.”

Mr. Collins added, “And they might even set fire to this place—although I doubt that too. This is the kind of building they think they’re here to protect.”

“Well,” I said, “this needs mulling over. And I have to put it to Mrs. Somerville.”

Mr. Collins said, “We have reason to believe she’ll agree.”

Dan Breen said, very roughly to Mr. Collins and Harney, “How do you know he’ll not hand us over? He’s not exactly what you’d call a patriotic Irishman, is he?”

I said to him, “I can’t let that remark influence my decision.”

Mr. Breen, angry, said, “Which means you’re not going to do it.”

“I have only one worry—and that’s for my workers.”

Mr. Collins said, “That’s understandable.”

“But,” I said, “if there’s a way in which people can be smuggled in and out with me almost the only one knowing it—”

Harney said, “All the operations around here will be carried out at night.” And he looked first at Mr. Breen, next at Mr. Collins and said, “I told you he’d do it.”

Then began a strange time. That afternoon, Harney and I donned the roughest old clothes that we could find and explored the castle’s basements and foundations. We discovered that provision had been made in the original building for more extensive cellaring and storage than had been finally constructed. Long crude rooms stretched underground, with strong if rudimentary stone columns supporting ceilings that had held up well over time.

Though filthy, and in some places damp, and altogether dark as a mine, these long honeycombs felt safe—and not a sound of the outside world could be heard. As we had reached them by a steep staircase of almost twenty steps, we knew that we must have come a long way underground.

We returned to the surface—the subterranean cloister was reached by a door at the rear of the butler’s pantry—and began to pore over such original plans as we had found. On one drawing of the house and grounds, Harney saw a little pennant, which seemed to have no relevance to anything. It stood out in the countryside, halfway to the lake; according to the drawing, it formed part of a sunken fence.

Immediately we set off; we already thought that we knew what we had found—and our delight was confirmed. Almost concealed in the ha-ha, and artfully so, was an entrance to a passage. We wagered that it would lead to the underground apartments we had recently explored, and we were right.

Harney hand-picked two men from among the castle laborers, and they worked for some weeks making the door even more obscure, and the underground rooms safer and drier. We installed tables, chairs, sleeping-bags, and rations; and we told nobody, and we never discussed it except when the two of us were alone. Inside a month we had built a refuge that would have housed fifty men.

Although I made it Harney’s responsibility, I checked the progress, usually by myself. One day, I found that some of the chairs now had pleasant cushions, and that books and old periodicals had been placed beside the chairs and sleeping-bags, and that canvas sheets or burlap had been laid on the tables, where men might eat.

When next I spoke to Harney, I said to him, “A nice touch, the reading matter. And the cushions.”

He looked at me, puzzled. “I was going to compliment you,” he said.

I said, “I didn’t do it”—and he knew that I told the truth.

Immediately we knew who had done it—but we resolved not to raise it with her.
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Again, we have the selective “historian.” April obviously contributed to the hide for the men on the run because Dermot Noonan—and his men—would be using it. And that’s how Michael Collins knew that April would agree to the scheme. Charles must have known that, in the eyes of Collins and Harney, Noonan had the status of Dan Breen. Noonan led IRA units, and he planned attacks and raids. In 1919, as with Breen and Collins, he became one of Ireland’s most wanted men.

The poster issued by the army at the time carried a physical description of Noonan. More flattering than Breen’s—whom the army writer described as looking “like a blacksmith coming home from work”— Noonan’s called him “a clever fellow; carries himself like Napoleon, cocky as a sparrow, and speaks like an educated man, therefore doesn’t sound at all Irish. Dresses like a gentleman.”

They printed a grainy old photograph. With his thick black hair flopping down either side of a middle parting, he looked like a young professor.

Noonan’s mind had a razor’s edge—quick, legal, and witty. In conversation or argument he matched and then outclassed most people. He won most of his cases, often quoting from ancient laws in their original Latin. Although some thought him cunning—Bernard O’Brien called him “too clever by three-quarters”—his passion for his country and its cause could not be doubted.

When leading his guerrillas, he recited verse inspirationally: “There they laid to rest / The seven Kings of Tara,” he would intone and then say—either intimately or passionately, depending on the size of the group he was addressing—“We are the descendants of those seven kings. When Saint Patrick came to Ireland, every family was a kingship. That was taken from us—and we must take it back.”

For all his shortness (five feet six), women flocked to him. He had given himself a past with some mystery. When he was a student in Spain, it was said, a wealthy duenna had killed herself for love of him. And although we have no proof of it, it seems highly likely that he had approached April Somerville about using the castle as a hiding place for his men.

Michael Collins himself inspected the castle’s underground refuge. He came in one night by means of the hidden door in the sunken fence. When he stepped from the passageway into the darkest of the cellar rooms, Harney and Charles waited to greet him.

According to one reminiscence that Harney gave, Collins asked, “Has Dermot seen this?”

Harney replied, “Not yet”—and Charles turned away.

“I could see,” said Harney, “that he hated the idea of Noonan hiding here. And I knew that although Charles had not declared himself to April, he viewed Noonan as his rival for her. And there’s no doubt that Noonan saw Charles as his main obstacle to winning April. Did Noonan have a vested interest in winning April? Of course he did. If he won her—well, he’d be the master of Tipperary Castle, wouldn’t he?”

Once again we hear not a word of this from Charles. But, as seen through his “historian’s” eye, we do get a rivetingly clear picture of a local guerrilla unit at work.
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In truth, I had not prepared myself for the complications inevitable to the business of sheltering fugitives. “On the run” became a famous and controversial condition in Ireland from early in 1919 to July 1921. Many young men all over the island lived on the run from the authorities, and I will take a moment here to discuss them.

As I believe I have made clear, violence will never be a part of my life. I will never use it to make statements on behalf of my country or myself; killing and maiming my fellow-man seems futile and wrong. It may be said in this matter that I am splitting a hair—did I not do all but collaborate with the men on Northumberland Road and in Boland’s Mill? And I will answer that I was attempting to save my friend’s life by involving myself in his—and my country’s—passion. Curiously, Harney did not seem caught up in violence; so matter-of-factly and yet proudly did he approach the task in hand that he seemed no more and no less than a committed man undertaking a solid day’s work. Harney, in those circumstances, had a simplicity of purpose to him, a straightforwardness that brooked no discussion, let alone argument.

Now, in the men of the Flying Columns, I was to find identical simplicity. They did not call themselves “revolutionaries” or “freedom fighters”—nothing like that; they said that they were soldiers, hoping to rid their country of a power that should not be ruling them, a foreign power that had no historical or geographical right to be there. That was their position, nothing more but certainly nothing less.

Who were these men? As they would not wish their names known, or indeed any record effected of their identities, I shall speak of them in careful generality, and seek to give an overall impression of the unified nature of their company. And then I shall attempt to say even more about them by the simple expedient of describing in detail an action they undertook. I learned the account of it from them, in many hours of questioning and conversation; it is the story of an action taken not far from the demesne boundaries of the castle by a dozen of these youngsters one moonlit night. Which is what they were mainly, youngsters—no wonder they were referred to as “the boys.”

First, who were they? A young, Irish rural Everyman, fresh-faced and awkward, that’s who they were; some of them seemed barely to have commenced shaving. Most had the compelled shyness of the Irish country lad; if asked a question their cheeks reddened, and they looked to the floor and mumbled—until a friend spoke up, sometimes with a joshing word. Then they felt free to talk. Their coloring came from Ireland’s national rainbow: many had freckles and red hair, some were blond, others dark as Spaniards; yet others had complexions of sunburn no matter what the time of the year.

They wore boots—some had no hose, some wore homespun stockings—and jackets of tweed, with dungarees beneath. None had been schooled beyond fourteen years; a few had not even made it that far before quitting to work for some farmer somewhere; and the few wages they took home at the end of a week eased the family burden. One or two had the softer hands and faces of clerks, working in government positions at the post office or some other such institution; their clothes had something of the town in them.

A fixedness of purpose united these young men. I saw them in our “underground,” often weary after an incident or on fire with apprehension before going out that night on active duty. Every man carried a gun; none allowed it to leave his personal vicinity. Some had learned the capacity to relax; others were strung as a coiled spring; still others responded to the “life or death: you choose” circumstances of their lives by sleeping during all the time that they spent in the castle bolt-hole. As to food—most ate ravenously, a few not at all, unable to guarantee that they would not soon afterward vomit it all up again.

I see them now, in the gloom of the maps and candles—I see them lying about like figures in a painting or a blurred photograph. They look warily at the artist or the lens, and yet they have a firmness of gaze. Some wear tweed caps, sometimes with the peak turned backward. They seem both innocent and experienced, both eager and worldly-wise. Their faces have open expressions, as though they wish to be seen as staunch.

A few smoked cigarettes or pipes, though we discouraged that when it was reported from the fields that some puzzling aroma of tobacco could be discerned above the ground between the ha-ha and the castle’s stable-yard—in other words, on a line directly above the hiding-place. It took Harney to point out that there must be ventilation shafts everywhere—otherwise they should all have suffocated. Sure enough, we found the ventilations on the blueprint—tiny marks, almost indiscernible, as if meant only for the man who made the drawing.

Once or twice in the early days of the cellar’s operations, I happened to be there when men came back from an “action,” as they called it. They seemed extraordinarily heated and, walking among them, doling out mugs of hot tea and bacon sandwiches, I was the one who pointed out to them their good fortune to bear no wounds. That changed somewhat the night of the Tankardstown Ambush, as it came to be called. Here is the account that I pieced together from all the reports I was given by the men who took part. It has the value, I believe, of typifying an IRA Flying Column’s action in the Irish War of Independence.

[image: image]

All the towns of Ireland had garrisons from which British troops patrolled the countryside. After the IRA guerrilla campaign began, the army undertook search-and-arrest missions to “capture the gunmen,” as the official brief said. On any given day, truckloads of soldiers left these barracks and ranged through the surrounding parishes, stopping and interrogating people, sometimes making arrests, sometimes attacking a village in reprisal for some lethal action that had lately taken place.

In truth the soldiers had a rough time of it; they sat hunched in trucks, riding along narrow, bumpy roads lined with hedges, from behind any one of which might come a deadly fusillade at any given moment, fired by an enemy they could not see. To add to their misery, the open trucks had to be covered with chicken wire; this had the dual purpose of allowing soldiers to poke out gun-barrels and return fire (or open fire, as they did—and often—on innocent passers-by) and at the same time protect them from any bombs thrown, which would merely bounce on the chicken wire and roll away.

The soldiers, with a few exceptions, seemed no older than the IRA boys. They often came to the castle, and I was astonished by them; many were no more than loutish English, Scots, and Welsh who’d thought they were being sent to fight the war in France, and who did not know how to adjust to Ireland. One or two officers seemed to have a sense of decency—and then they divulged to me that the men under their command (as the entire country now suspected) had one thing in common.

Owing to the war, and the consequent shortage of military personnel, the British Government had opened the jails. Provided he would put on a uniform and go to Ireland and fight the IRA, every rapist and robber, every murderer, thug, and villain in an English prison would be freed. They gave them uniforms of khaki trousers and surplus police tunics, which were black—and they became known as the Black and Tans, or “Tans” for short. Officially they had the name of “Auxiliaries,” and troops of them augmented depleted regiments, such as the Northamptonshires, who occupied part of Tipperary.

It became known through a local girl working as a cook in the Cashel barracks (Collins’s tentacles ran everywhere) that trucks full of soldiers would travel at a particular time one night from Cashel to Kilshane. Harney laid his plans. One of his men, the son of a nearby farmer, had the ability to ride his bicycle very fast, whereas the poor condition of the roads forced army lorries to go slowly. Harney delegated his “scout” to wait in Cashel until he saw the trucks leaving the town.

Earlier in the day, at a declivity, a dozen members of the Flying Column chose their positions behind the low wall that bordered the road. They elected to remain on one side only, because a hundred yards or so behind them, the fields became dense with trees and scrubland. Across from them, they had parked and propped a farm cart that they proposed to draw across the road on a rope when the trucks came within earshot— and after the scout had bicycled through. He had been briefed to raise his cap according to the number of trucks.

Came the night, crisp and clear with a great, bright moon. At about seven o’clock, they heard the rumble of the lorries and soon came the scout, fast as the wind on his bicycle. As he passed the IRA positions, he raised his cap—once, twice, three times: three lorries full of soldiers. When the scout had cycled over the rope and passed safely on, the Flying Column men hauled the farm cart out from the gateway into the middle of the roadway, where it lurched to a halt and tipped down on its shafts.

Over the rise came the first military truck and down into the hollow, but it did not see the cart until too late to warn the others. The driver dragged his wheels to a halt, as did the two drivers behind him—and the Flying Column opened fire. On “aim” and “fire” orders, three groups of four men simultaneously attacked the three trucks.

The first soldiers who died were shot in that opening hail of bullets as they began to leap from the trucks. Those who lived had waited a moment, then jumped when the IRA took time to reload; some soldiers crawled under the trucks, and some died there; others then took cover in the ditch across the road from the IRA and returned fire. The military could not assess how many men were attacking them, so fierce was the IRA assault.

Flying Column members burned their fingers that night, as their guns grew hot. Of their twelve rifles, five jammed or locked in some way—and each of the IRA men to whom that happened resorted to handguns. Harney, I was told later, saw an officer on his feet in the middle of the road, revolver in hand, not taking shelter, blazing away in the direction of the IRA and shouting at his men to come and join him and advance across the road. None did; Harney jumped to his feet and with his own handgun shot the officer.

The gunfight went on for twenty minutes, and then, one by one, the IRA ceased firing. In each group the youngest men slipped away first and dissolved into the trees. Soon, the army noticed that the IRA firestorm had declined and, on shouted orders, began to hold their fire. When the firing ceased entirely, they presumed—mistakenly—that they had killed all their assailants. Cautiously the soldiers rose from their positions and, trying to see their officers’ gestures in the moonlight, in the shadows of the trucks and the dead bodies, they began to advance. An officer led the way, and the twenty or so soldiers remaining charged with him, firing as they went.

But nobody returned fire. When they cleared the low wall, they found only open space; their attackers had melted into the night. The officers took a decision not to follow into the trees—for all they knew, a greater ambush awaited them there. It did not; Harney, ever mindful of his men’s safety, knew when to be satisfied with a victory. He had given the order that everybody, once they left their positions, was to make for the castle; the distance to us, in a straight line across the fields, was just over a mile.

Harney had two casualties, one not serious, one more dangerous. A boy from Mooncoin who had come into Tipperary because his parents would not allow him to join the Kilkenny Flying Columns had taken a flesh wound to his face. Just below his left eye (his right eye, as he explained to me, had been sighting his gun), a bullet had ricocheted and caught a chip of stone from the wall, which had hit him. Very sore, and bleeding heavily, he endeavored not to be hysterical.

The other injury posed greater problems. One of the oldest men in the Tipperary IRA (in his early fifties), had taken, we believed, a bullet in a lung. Harney and one of the youngest members had carried him across the fields; he was, they said, “spraying blood every time he breathed.” We laid him on a table and stripped him to the waist. The bullet had almost passed through him; when we wiped the blood away, we saw the blackened, neat hole where it had entered, and at his back we could actually feel it beneath a bruise.

I had placed some of my healing stores in the cellar, and we decided to bathe his wound as much as possible with a eucalyptus mixture in hot water; but it was clear that he was bleeding heavily, and so I needed cloths of all kinds. When I went up to the castle, I found April in the kitchen, planning the meals for the next day. (We fed daily lunch to more than a hundred people, which enabled us to “hide” the food for the men in the cellars.) She asked no questions, and I saw her fetch a hat and coat. Presently, I heard the car engine, and the Dunhill left the castle grounds, its lamps like twin moons.

Within two hours, a doctor had arrived—a Dr. Costigan, unknown to me except by name and repute. In those days, we never knew who sympathized and who did not, and trying to find doctors so early in the guerrilla campaign gave us considerable pause. To my surprise, the doctor’s coat and shirt were already covered in blood—and he told us (April did not come down to the cellars) that he’d been hit by flying glass as he’d left his home, that three truckloads of soldiers, said to contain many dead bodies, had arrived in Tipperary and were looting the town and attacking buildings.

Thus did the War of Independence reach deep into our lives in Tipperary. The doctor took out the bullet and stanched the flow of blood. He stayed all night; the man recovered—and the other casualty, the boy, said the doctor, would have “a wonderful scar” to talk about for the rest of his life. The boy did not look displeased. As to the other ten men who had been “out,” as they called it, they sat quietly, Harney their leader among them, some chattering lightly to each other, some silent and alone. All cleaned their guns. When asked to recount their individual experiences, it became clear that each man thought he had effected a number of serious “hits.” Yet when the newspapers reported the incident, they said that three soldiers had died, and none of the remaining fifty-seven had been wounded.
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The Tankardstown Ambush became famous. It has been described as “a textbook IRA operation.” Time would tell that twelve soldiers had died on the spot, and two more died in the hospital—a huge success for the Volunteers of the Flying Column. Sixteen more ended up being invalided back to England, many with severe wounds.

However, the British army was not alone when it came to distorting facts; Charles O’Brien bent a few details too. To begin with, the operation was conducted by Dermot Noonan, with Joe Harney as second-in-command. And it was Noonan—according to Harney—who asked April to find a doctor for the wounded man.

She had the perfect cover. With her accent, classy bearing, and posh motorcar, the soldiers and police would never query her presence in Tipperary. Nor would they stop her from bringing a doctor to attend one of her staff out at the castle.

From the Irish Folkore Commission’s extensive section on the War of Independence, here’s a relevant extract in Harney’s oral history account of Tankardstown:



We always knew when we could go no further. Ammo told us; each man fired about a hundred and twenty rounds that night, that’s rifle fire. Small arms—well, I know that I reloaded my revolver four times. And more than ammo told us—if the enemy was still active at the site, and we hadn’t put everybody away, there was always a moment when we knew we wouldn’t get any more penetration. Tankardstown was like that—on both counts: ammo and penetration.

So, as previously briefed, we pulled back. The rule was always the same: youngest volunteers first, officers last, unless we had severe casualties. Whether fatal or wounded, one officer—usually the second-in-command—and the youngest volunteer took the fatality or the most seriously wounded. That night, we had to carry one man, Michael Fitzgerald; he took a bullet—it clipped the tip of his lung.

A bright night—in fact, a very bright night. The fight had been tremendous; we were all nearly deaf for a while afterward, and I had a burn on one finger. We pulled back and the cover was excellent. A thick, low mist hung over the ground to a height of about three feet, and then, as soon as we got in among those trees, we were as safe as houses. And by weaving across the countryside, we were able to stay more or less under cover until we got to the castle. You see, that’s the great advantage of guerrilla warfare—the military wouldn’t dare follow us. They wouldn’t know where we were; they’d have been terrified.

Dermot Noonan was the last to leave—I knew the sound of his gun, he was still blasting away when we had been gone more than a quarter of a mile. Then, when his gun went silent—there was always that anxiety that he had been hit. I only relaxed when I saw him again. He was very amusing about his height—he used to say they could never hit him because the blades of grass came up over his head, or he could hide between the stones in the wall.

That night, he led like Collins himself, out in front, his eyes like lamps. And he knew, Dermot always knew—he said to me back at the castle—that we got at least eight of them and maybe more. And then, as if he hadn’t enough adventure for one night, he climbed into the car with Mrs. Somerville, who owned the castle, and it was he who persuaded Dr. Costigan to come out and look after Michael Fitzgerald. And saved Michael’s life. Dermot knew Dr. Costigan from some law case or other.



In his own text, Charles never discussed this, never mentioned Noonan, even though, in the cellars below the castle, Noonan was the one who held the debrief. Charles skated over that detail too—all he said is “When asked to recount their individual experiences . . .”

In short, Charles avoided any mention of Dermot Noonan, who had become one of the most significant figures in the drama that lay beneath the surface at Tipperary castle—the drama of Charles O’Brien, almost sixty years old, still passionately in love with this rich English widow, who now, in 1920, was thirty-eight.

That’s one way of putting it. And when I began to read between the lines of this text, and began to find my researches augmented by such extra texts as Harney’s reminiscences, and Mrs. Moore’s letters to and from April, and the contradictions between what Charles did and did not report, I decided to research “Mrs. Somerville” some more.

I went back to Dublin to see the portrait that I had earlier described in my commentaries and sat in front of it for a long time.

The first time I saw it had been by accident. Long before I’d heard of Charles O’Brien, my librarian friend in Dublin, Marian Harney, had told me that the Scullys, a family of bad landlords in Golden, had given paintings, furniture, and books to Trinity College, which owned land in the north of the county. That is how Sir William Orpen’s painting of April came to hang in Dublin.

Heredity fascinates me. From the moment our daughter, Elizabeth, was born, I scanned her day and night, face and feet, body and soul, for any resemblance to me. When Orpen painted “April Somerville, London 1912,” she was thirty. What could I learn from her face, from that dense, shiny fair hair? (Mine was never like that; dense, yes, but black, and as a boy I wore a heavy fringe, which at times almost came down into my eyes.)

Did April look fierce? Or unfair? Or spoiled? She had a shapely nose—retroussé, delicate. On I went, tracing one characteristic after another—mouth, jawline, hairline, ears, neck, as if searching for clues to her character.

I rose from the chair on which I had been sitting and walked forward to look more closely at the portrait. Then I stepped back and viewed it from another angle. From over there, back to here, forward a pace, back a yard or two—I looked and looked.

Unbeknownst to me, I was being watched. A man at the end of the corridor was taking books from a briefcase and putting them on a shelf. I heard him before I saw him.

“It’s only an Orpen, for God’s sake.”

I swung around. He spoke again.

“You’re not looking for meaning, I hope?” He came forward, a touch irritated. “I have to see what you’re looking at? Orpen was a stupid bugger.”

Right in front of me he stood, blocking my view of the portrait. He too put his head this way and that. Then he looked back at me—and the puzzled expression on his face died.

“Oh, I’m sorry, it never occurred to me that it’d be a relative. You a Tipperary man?”

“Yes.”

“This is a Tipperary picture.”

“I know.”

He introduced himself: “Henry Lisney. Not the auction people— they’re the ones with the money. I’m an art lecturer here, nineteenth and early twentieth century.”

I introduced myself, as well, and asked, “How much do you know about this—I mean, about the woman, too?”

Henry Lisney looked at the portrait. “Not much to say, truly. Society commission, husband probably. Orpen never gave out much information; this for some reason came to Trinity in the nineteen-thirties. What was she, your aunt?” Henry Lisney had a speech habit of emphasizing the last word in every sentence.

I said, not a little astonished, “Why do you say that?”

“Oh, God, don’t tell me it’s your mother!”

“And why do you say that?”

“Well,” said Henry Lisney, “you’re the dead spit and image, as they say.”

“What?”

“We never see where we resemble our family. Jesus, my dear man, I can’t even recognize myself in photographs.”

“Where would I find out more?”

“If it was Lavery, it’d be easy.” (Sir John Lavery was the other famous Irish portrait artist of the period.)

We chatted a little. I told him about Tipperary Castle, and about Charles O’Brien’s text. Henry Lisney paid close attention; for a bellicose and opinionated man he proved a good listener.

“So how did your, ah’m, relative—” He pointed to the portrait. “How did she get involved?”

“Well—she was the chatelaine, so to speak. And I have no evidence that she’s in any way related to me.”

He snorted. “I have! The best evidence is the evidence of your own eyes. That’s why we use the term ‘eye-witnesses.’ ”

Henry Lisney told me that Trinity College had photographed every piece of art in the collection, and he promised to send me a transparency of April’s portrait. I gave him my address.

On the drive home, I laughed. Now, if it had been a portrait of Charles O’Brien and if Henry Lisney had said I looked like Charles— I might have begun to think that Charles and my mother had had a little fling sometime.

One of the points about teaching is this: it makes you driven by text. You depend on the printed word for every handhold. In full flow, you sometimes walk the tightrope of imagination. But always, always you return to the text. When I got back home I began a long haul through Charles’s “History” for what I might have missed.

Overall, he drew an odd picture of April Burke. First comes the moment when she steps on the small chair in Oscar’s bedroom to straighten the picture that got skewed. Other than that momentary eye contact, she gave no impression of being aware of Charles for as long as he was in that room.

At the funeral, she physically recoiled from him. And it seems clear that when she feared he was stalking her, she used her connections to have him run out of town—no small matter in the liberal days of fin de siècle Paris, where the Irish were popular.

He next met her at her father’s home in London. She had—probably deliberately—stayed out at lunch in order to avoid Charles, about whom she had been told overnight by her papa. When she did find him there, drinking with her father, she threw him out.

In all of these descriptions, Charles did not shrink from describing her behavior—a curious decision. Given his undoubted passion for her, might he not have wished to portray her in a more idealized light? I answer that to myself by saying that his reports of her arose from his innocence—he didn’t understand how she came across in his text. But—I’m not sure . . .

In fact, she is almost kind when she first mentions Charles. In that early letter to Mrs. Moore (the reply has never been found), she contents herself with calling Charles “a strange man—a big Irish fellow, with, I confess, a light in his eyes and a deep voice.”

April comments on his “well-trained manners”—but of course she also says, “I am given an impression that he may be quite dangerous.” Touch of racism, too—nothing new in that.

Now the mysteries and contradictions begin. On the one hand this woman is depicted as cruelly rejecting. In Charles’s mother’s journal she’s “icy” and “conniving”—you could hardly use stronger language as a woman in Amelia O’Brien’s generation. Yet when her own father dies, April falls apart with grief and insecurity in her letter to Kitty Moore.

Here’s another point: when Oscar Wilde told April the story of Tipperary Castle and the death of its owner, April professed to have no knowledge of it. And when Terence Burke went with Charles to Somerset, he had already declared himself astounded by the fact that he might own a great estate in Ireland.

Yet in evidence during the High Court hearings, April said that she had known about Tipperary Castle and their possible connection to it since she was ten years old. And she said too—in fact, won the case on it—that she had found, and known that she had found, her natural home. So at the very least, do we have here a tribe of deceivers?

And what about the fact that, after strong rejections, she blandly asks Charles to caretake the castle? And then marries Stephen Somerville— which copper-fastens her chances of winning the case? Did she know in advance that Somerville was a violent drunk? Did she care? In another contradiction, when Amelia shows tenderness during April’s bereavement, April collapses into the older woman’s arms.

The text by itself had already told me that I was seeing a difficult woman. Ancillary reading made her complex. Even though I felt that I recognized and understood everything she did, I had to wonder at Charles’s judgment. And then came Noonan.
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SUNDAY, JANUARY THE 25TH 1920.

Things have become so difficult for Charles. His heart breaks while his castle builds. As the works proceed excellently (everybody praises his orderliness), his life falls into turmoil. This love affair between April and the bantam Noonan is now turning out so scandalously that I cannot write of it here. I do not wish to see such matter in my Journal.

Our lambing has started early. We had two last night. Bernard believes we shall have at least two more in the next day or so. He thinks it is all due to the rain. We have one lamb in the kitchen, in a box by the fire. That used to be Euclid’s job—only then he would not let go of them!

I sent a note to Charles. He needs to spend some nights here. But he has written back to say that he cannot.

[image: image]

We had ever believed that the most beautiful and difficult works should be left until the end. Also, we had agreed—April, Harney, and I—that the house’s jewels could be summarized as the Ballroom, the Great Hall and Grand Staircase, the great Odyssey mural, and, above all (in every sense), the plasterwork, the magnificent stucco details that adorned every wall and ceiling in the formal parts of the building.

In the last days of 1918 we had already been able to calculate how long it would be before the stucco work could begin. And in the last days of 1919, I commissioned the stuccodores; since it has died as a trade in Ireland (how we mourn the great Stapletons and Wests), I found four Italian brothers who had worked in, among other places, the Vatican halls in Rome.

Three years, the Paglalonis told me—three years to repair these damaged plasterworks and put them back in place. I was jubilant; I had watched their careful perusals of everything that they must approach, and I had expected a span of ten years. With so much damage, we had all despaired of ever achieving the originals—and then I watched the brothers at work. No one else that I can envisage could work so precisely, with such comprehensive energy, and so fast.

We gave them, as they requested, vacated sites in which to work (with the exception of the Ballroom wall with the mural). They began by spreading black fishermen’s tarpaulins on the floors, on which they laid every piece of plaster, large and small, beneath the place on the wall or ceiling whence it had fallen. (We had preserved everything in numbered and listed boxes.) As they did this, they talked to each other all the time, in unusually slow speech—indeed, every syllable that they spoke seemed at odds with the speed of their movements.

As for their delicacy! No man handled a pearl from the sea as tenderly as a Paglaloni caressed a piece of stucco, be it the head of a great bird or an as yet unidentified crumb of plaster that turned out to be a grape or a flower bud or a bead.

I watched them closely as they assembled the pieces on the ground, and then surveyed the prospects of elevating the existing pieces to their sites above. Each brother took command of a sector of the stucco for that wall, or that ceiling in that room or corridor; and when they had worked through the assessments of the linear pieces, they investigated each cornice. The simplest pieces had been placed on the flat wall; the corners of each room held wonderfully elaborate displays—of cornucopia or fruit trees or great blossoms or creatures; and in the middle of the ceilings spread the great medallions with dramatic stucco creations in relief. In the Ballroom we had a Neptune with ocean billows and tridents.

It seemed to me as if they must make all new material; that was not so. For example, inside the heads of birds, inside the bunch of flowers, the Paglalonis found the baskets of wire supports built and placed there by the original plasterers, as the little cages over which they draped their beautiful designs. When first I saw these structures, I felt that it was like looking into the broken hearts of the birds and the other creatures. Now these fortunate little beings would have their hearts restored, and they could again parade their beauty before the world.

For long times before, I had been enjoying almost daily conversations on my own pet matter, the mural in the Ballroom. Our French contractors, the Lemms, had advanced to a most interesting phase of the renewal, and had also expressed some surprise at what they had uncovered. The limestone of which the castle walls had been constructed had, they declared, proven a friend to the mural. They had found considerably less damp than they had expected, and the coat of congealed powder (as I had described it) had actually given the mural some protection. Much of their early labor, they said, had been the careful removal of this concealing white cake.

“All such work,” Claudette Lemm said, “where you want to uncover beauty—it has mistakes, it must have. We made a mistake by not removing all of the white mask in the beginning, really. But we feared that it would expose the painting too soon. Then we changed our decisions, and we have been able to move ahead, really.”

On the morning that the Paglalonis arrived, Madame Lemm showed me the point of revelation that the mural had reached—Odysseus’s torso, and much of the mural’s upper half. I cheered so loudly that the Italian brothers peered in; when we beckoned them to come and see, their delight exceeded mine. I did not grasp what they said, but I heard “Fragonard,” and “Watteau,” and “Delacroix.” The Lemms stood by, smiling, and when the Paglalonis left, Claudette beamed me in conspiracy.

“That was why we showed them, really,” she said. “To set them the standard of the house.”

“Were they discussing who painted it?” I said.

“Yes. They are wrong. It is not Fragonard; it is stronger. And we do not think that Watteau came to Ireland. It cannot be Delacroix, we think; he is not born when this was painted, really.”

I said, “Do you know?”

The Lemms looked at each other. Claudette said, “We think it was Vien.”

“Vien?”

“Yes. Joseph-Marie Vien.”

I said, “A moment—I want to find Mrs. Somerville.”

April came to the Ballroom shortly afterward and viewed the mural with much pleasure.

“Do you know of Vien?” I asked. “A French painter.”

April directed her answer to Claudette.

“Father or son?”

“The Elder.”

They nodded, so pleased that she knew.

Serge Lemm said, “We know that he painted some murals outside of France and Rome, but we do not know where they are.”

April said, “Do his dates fit?”

I said to the Lemms, “We think this part of the castle was built between seventeen-sixty and seventeen-seventy.”

Claudette Lemm said, “Then his dates fit. He was born in seventeen-sixteen and famous by the age of thirty.”

“But this is so exciting!” April exclaimed, and then walked from the Ballroom, passing me without a word. I saw the look from Claudette to her husband. Amid all that beauty and discovery my heart sank, because I knew that they pitied me.
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From the Harney oral depositions:
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We all had a fair idea of what was going on. I often overheard the workmen talking about it—workmen gossip like old women. Besides, after a while the “lovebirds”—as the workmen called them—didn’t bother to hide it.

You can imagine the bind I was in. Dermot was my friend and comrade-in-arms, and Charles was my deeper friend and comrade in life.

I thought about interfering—my own mother told me that I should put a stop to it, that I should tell off Dermot, and what was he doing anyway with an Englishwoman, if he was such a little patriot? But, as I said to her, each of them wanted the other, the pair of them’s free as the air, and Charles had made no move toward April.

That was the point where I had the most difficulty. I knew what was in Charles’s heart—and it was unfortunate that I was the only one who knew. Charles had told me that for as long as he didn’t see April or hear her voice—all those years when he never heard from her—he could handle it all. Ever since he came to work alongside her, though, his heart had been bursting every day.

So he had made a plan—which was very like Charles. He figured it like this: In 1920, when we had hit the last heights of the castle works, he was sixty years old. Her father, he told me, would have been sixty-six had he lived, so April—who talked about her father every day—had been in the habit of loving an older man.

Somerville had been seven years older than she was, and there was thirteen years between herself and Dermot Noonan. Charles was twenty-two years older than she was. Mind you, Charles was a very youthful man; most people took him for forty-five or -six, that quick walk he had, and all the energy.

He also reckoned that the main work on the castle would finish around 1921 or ’22. If all went well, he said to me, he intended to take April on a long tour of what had been restored. He was then going to tell her that he had seen it all as a labor of love—from him to her. And he was then going to ask her to marry him.

You see, they actually got on very well. I was at most of their meetings; in fact, I saw them together more than any person on earth. And I have to vouch for the fact that they were a natural pair. They never argued. One never deferred to the other, one never overruled the other. They worked it out from the point of view of common sense.

I always said to Charles that he and April would make a great couple. He knew it, and I think that she did too. But when he showed no enterprise toward the capture of her heart, as they say in books—she turned away. And the only reason he didn’t approach her earlier was because she had turned him down so hard in the past.

Talk about a tragic time! There we were, rebuilding this beautiful house, this magnificent palace. And running a lot of Tipperary’s war from the castle at the same time. And there I was, watching my friend Dermot, and I already knowing that in this case—and not for the first time—he was being more opportunist than sincere.

The everyday conduct of that love affair was very severe on Charles. He’d meet April and me in the morning for breakfast—if she came down that morning—and he’d know by the dreamy and tired look of her that she’d been up half the night with Dermot. Maybe they’d gone out in the car somewhere, nearly daring the soldiers to arrest them.

Dermot had, in a way, turned her into a kind of Irish freedom fighter—or that’s what she thought. She was in love with the whole romantic notion of it. I mean—I saw them one day down in the Narrow Wood and Dermot showing her how to fire a Colt revolver, a gun with a kick to it that nearly knocked her down to the ground.

She loved Tipperary Castle, she loved the countryside. And now she was in love with this romantic, handsome, clever guerrilla leader, who was going to be an important man when the freedom was won. Perfect for her. Out of a novel or a storybook. And for Dermot—well, there’s no need to spell out what was in it for him. By then, he and Charles no longer spoke to each other.

I said to Dermot one day, Listen, said I, shouldn’t you be civil to him? Dermot just laughed. Naw, said he, he has no guts.

[image: image]

When I sat back and reflected, that trip to Trinity College would not let go of me. Twice I had gone back over the text, to try to make sense of April Burke’s character. I knew that I must dissect her and her life, piece by piece. Difficult to do—she was long dead and her pathways had closed in. And when I asked questions locally—nobody seemed to know.

The footprints left by her and Charles were few and far between. Her traces had faded. Yet luck had been on my side many times since I began this exercise. So, I told myself that I might have some more luck—it usually runs in streaks.

My first step, as I’ve described, took me to the portrait. I think I went to view it as a kind of test, as a kind of question to myself: Is this worth doing? When the question had been answered—and in a dramatic way, with Henry Lisney’s intervention—I had to find the next thing to do.

I began by dividing her life, or what I could divine of it, into sections: Ancestry, Birth and Childhood, Paris, London, Ireland and the Somervilles, and the other Anglo-Irish who knew her. My objective: to get as close to her as I possibly could. My method: to meet any and all of the people who knew her, and to track down every piece of paper that would tell me more.

Again, as when I began reading Charles’s text, I didn’t quite know why I was being so ignited. I put it down to instinct—and I was still amused that a stranger who’d looked at the painting with me had told me that I was her son. Before that, he’d said that she was my aunt.

There were, of course, other reasons. I had initially become fascinated with Charles, and although he irritated me from time to time, I found his story inspiring in some odd way. He had met my mother, and had even been helped by her to find accommodations in Dublin’s most tumultuous week.

And it brought me back into a period of history in our own county when events took place that would have been powerfully interesting even on a world stage, let alone our locality. The contrasts caught my imagination—as a great building was being restored, it was housing the revolutionaries who were tearing down what the place represented.

And there was the intellectual reason: I liked teaching history because the past contains so many mysteries. Not as many as the future, perhaps, but more than enough to keep a retired teacher active in his mind and spirit. In short, I was enjoying this immensely.

The Ancestry gave me no problems. I accepted that April’s father, Terence Theobald Burke, was born to the man who died of a stroke on the stage of the theater in Tipperary Castle, Terence Hector Burke. I then traced his lineage, and was able to draw a time line of the family in the estates at Tipperary.

The father of the apoplectic Terence Hector Burke was Luke, and his father, Henry Burke, had commenced the “building” of the castle in 1760—in other words, April was the fifth generation of these “modern” Burkes. I put the word “building” in quotation marks because there had already been a fortified house on the land.

Henry Burke comes across as the most powerful of the family—and the shrewdest. He was born in 1710, and I found a document (in the Bolton Library at Cashel) telling that “Henry Burke of Tipperary Hill, the same, did raise one thousands [sic] militia for His Majesty’s use toward Scotland 1745 and became rewarded.”

Meaning that he sent soldiers to King George to hurl against Bonnie Prince Charlie, was rewarded with (I assume) a parcel of land, and then expanded on his fortified house. Well, that was one question answered; I had always been puzzled as to how a family with such a Catholic name and background came to own a huge farm. No trace could I find as to whether an earlier Burke had switched to Protestantism.

Next, Birth and Childhood—and so to London, and Somerset House, repository of England’s cradle-to-grave records. On 1 June 1880, Terence Theobald Burke of Orme Terrace in Mayfair, London, married Sophia Holmes of Alexander Street, Westminster, and Maiden Bradley, Wiltshire.

Now the stew began to bubble. When April’s father married April’s mother, he moved into her home. According to Charles’s text, April told Oscar Wilde that her mother had died when she, April, was “very young.”

True; Somerset House lists the death of a Sophia Burke, née Holmes, of Alexander Street, Westminster, by drowning in March 1885—three years after April’s birth. Well, well!

Next I went to the British Library’s newspaper archive in Colindale, North London, and endured hours of waiting—which proved worth it. From The News of the World for Sunday, 22 March 1885:

“Tragic scenes were observed at Westminster Embankment on Friday afternoon as the body of a young mother was retrieved from the river. Passers-by comforted the small daughter. The woman was seen by witnesses to have jumped from the bridge into the river, even as her child entreated her. The deceased, aged twenty-five, it was said, was later identified as the wife of Mr. Terence Burke, who lives in nearby Alexander Street and is a deputy brewer for Mr. Whitbread.”

In other words: as a small child, but entirely aware at the age of three, April saw her mother walk away from her, climb the parapet of Westminster Bridge, and drop into the Thames. That could explain some difficult matters of personality, I expect.

Now came the blank spaces. In my lowest times I took comfort from Thoreau’s remark that “most men lead lives of quiet desperation.” Given the almost total absence of record, I can only assume that April lived in the care of her father through most of her childhood.

The parish registers at Westminster record the death of a Mrs. Elizabeth Holmes, of Alexander Street, in 1886, at the age of fifty-one. We can tell that she was a widow (the use of her given first name, “Elizabeth”), and we can assume that she was April’s grandmother, who lived with them.

Next, a school record places April in “Miss Campbell’s for Young Ladies of all Ages” from 1887 to 1899—twelve years, after which she shows up with Dr. Tucker in Paris. And after that she becomes more visible as she begins to enter Charles O’Brien’s text, marries Stephen Somerville, and wins the court case.

Now I had at least a pathway of her life, and amid all the Tipperary sources—Charles, Harney, Amelia, Mrs. Moore—I had assembled an idea of who she was and what she was like. But at that stage I had come no closer to finding any connection to me. I was beginning to wish that I had never seen that portrait, and to wonder what fantasy had taken hold of me. Once again, I turned to that most reliable of witnesses: Joe Harney’s memory.
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Talk about getting caught in the middle. Charles talked to me every day—every day—about April and Dermot Noonan. He looked as haggard as a ghost. His jaw was sagging, he was gray in the face. I kept saying to him, “Listen, do your job,” I’d say.

“But, Harney, I can’t,” he’d say to me. “I’m not doing it for him. Why should I? I did that before, I did it for that drunk, Somerville—and look what happened to me.”

And I’d say back to him, “That’s dishonest of you, Charles.”

We were able to speak to each other as frankly as that. I mean—I’d have done anything for him. And I’d say, “You always told me that you were doing it for her.”

And he’d say to me, “Yes. You’re right. I’ll try and remember that.” And he would. Then after a few days he’d collapse again into the terrible pain he was feeling.

Mind you, the two of them were very blatant. Dermot, for all his good points—he was always inclined to strut a bit. He’d walk into the Gallery or the Ballroom looking for April, and you’d think he owned the place. Charles would be there, talking to the plaster men—we had these four crazy Italians, they were brilliant but mad as hatters, and Charles was always calming them down.

And Dermot would ask Charles, “Where’s milady?”

He’d pronounce it in the old-fashioned way, “mill-adie,” and Charles, cut to the quick, would give a polite answer—because that’s what Charles was like. If he knew that Dermot was gaming him, he never said so. I tried to talk to Dermot too. Might as well have been talking to the wall.

I never tried to talk to her. It would have felt intrusive, and I liked her too much for that. And she never said a word to me about it. Anyway, she wouldn’t have listened to me—she was too far gone for that; she was on clouds higher than I could reach up to.

What worried me, though, was the fact that we were building a tinderbox here—and I think that I was the only one who knew that. We had all these delicate works going on, with temperamental contractors, big decisions being taken every day, a red-hot love affair roaring like a fire in front of our eyes, and a cellarful of men with guns. I suppose it was what you might call an interesting time.
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In the last weeks of 1920 and the first weeks of 1921, Harney and I made a thorough inspection and a deep, thoughtful assessment of all that had been completed at the castle, and all that had yet to be accomplished. We began with the house exterior, moved to examine the interior, agreed that it was too soon to assess all the furnishings and hangings repairs (we had established a great workshop in the stables), and then moved out again to inspect the gardens and the land. This inspection, we calculated, would require five days. Each of us, at my instigation, had distilled the castle works into a large notebook, and the final compilation amounted to the sum of all we had added, as one task uncovered another requirement.

Outside, and on top of the building, we checked every slate and (mindful of history) every leaden flashing, every chimney, every gutter and spout. All the roofing had been long completed, and had survived many rainstorms. When we descended, we scrutinized every external stone on the building. The great marches of the castle’s facade now looked perfect; the buttresses and columns had a blue-gray gleam to them; all window reveres and all doorways and their arches had been repaired and cleaned; all “canvas, tweed, and silk” seemed perfect—and Mr. Higgins seemed not to have aged a day.

Inside, we peered at every inch of the Great Hall walls, and went down on our knees to feel the floors with our hands. Here, there had always been what seemed like an acre of stone flags, laid on the diagonal pattern, alternating between dark gray and white. Many had suffered in the long depredations, cracked, discolored, loosened; we’d replaced them, preserved what we could, and now the floor seemed like a geometer’s plan.

Signore Marchetti, I regret to say, had aged a great deal—he had suffered a heart attack one Sunday, in his lodgings. I could not be found, and Harney had acquired a doctor, who told Signore Marchetti that he must do no more lifting and very little straining labor. The prevention from exercising his craft had aged him, I believe, more than the heart condition. Whatever limitations he had encountered in his life, he had not allowed it to show in his work. He and his sons had almost completed the Grand Staircase, and I could scarcely believe that they had authored such beauty.

Marble presents difficulties; it is not what it seems. Neither as durable as it pretends to be nor as resistant to the world’s stains and leaks, it also offers risks to its cutter. A misplaced blade may strike a vein and the slab has been lost; or a fault may appear which destroys the very feature of beauty for which the slab has been purchased in the first place.

Here, however, we had been given the best of all possible worlds by this remarkable family. They walked with us as Harney and I ran our fingers over every lip and baluster, across each banister and tread. We observed the grains in the marble, and how they ran to their greatest felicity; we could see that no edge remained rough; we could see more than anything else that the Grand Staircase glowed like the moon, with its white flat surfaces, and its columns of Kilkenny green and black marble.

At the top, I said to Harney, “I want to walk down and back up again.”

He, as ever, understood me, and we did so, lingering on both journeys, accompanied by the Marchettis. They seemed so anxious, until I said to them, as we stood on the landing that gives way to the upstairs of the house and the Gallery, “Perfetto. Moltissimo perfetto.”

The father and sons burst into tears and could look nowhere; Harney and I moved on, and for the next few hours, whenever we neared the staircase, we saw the Marchettis walking up and down, up and down the stairs, and talking to each other in great excitement.

Our stuccodores were deep in their task; the Lemms had uncovered and restored three-quarters of the Vien mural; I had said that I wished to look no more until all was ready to be revealed. And we spent the rest of that day marveling at the work of Mr. Mulberry. He attended every door and every floor, he had recovered, repaired, or replaced close to sixty doors, and we had long ago lost count of the planks in the floors. I believe that Harney, for his own amusement, extracted the figure from his records of the purchases, but I have forgotten what it was. Mr. Mulberry had also attended to the maple floor of the Ballroom, the paneling all over the house, the stage in the theater, and the wonderful racks for drying clothes in the eight laundry rooms. Now he walked with us as we asked him about everything.

He might have been teaching us. When answering a question as to how he had mended the dovetailing on a broken drawer in a bedroom armoire, he gave us a brief talk on the skills needed. Like Mr. Higgins with stone, he saw his materials, wood, in terms of other matter—in his case, he likened it to skin.

As he sent his hand along a table in the Gun Room, he said, “I wouldn’t leave a wood surface rough any more than I’d shave myself poorly.”

He showed us door jambs where he had inlaid pieces of wood for balance and correction of leaning—even though nobody would ever see them. “I’ll know that they’re there,” he said.

And he’d repaired a table on which beams from a ceiling had fallen, cracking it clean across; we could not find the rift.

After Mr. Mulberry had ducked our shower of compliments we went to April. When we had finished our recital of what we had seen, she turned to me and said:

“So your time here is almost finished?”
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Tipperary, December the 28th 1920. 



My dear Kitty,

The warmest compliments of the Old Year and the best prospects of the New to you. What shall 1921 bring? By now you will have read about Lord and Lady Glendoran? The house is quite destroyed and everything in it burned to a cinder. How dreadful! I motored over there at once and saw an awful sight. Bartley stood amid the ruins in his dressing-gown, trying to find anything—any small thing, Kitty—that he could salvage. 

He was quite demented; he took some minutes to remember me, and Louise said that he almost died of heart failure when the flames took over the roof. His stamp collection has been destroyed; he had it since a boy. He is heartbroken. It is a wonder that they did not die. They lost all their horses when the stables went up. 

What shall we do? How many attacks have we had since summer? I have lost count, but it is more than a dozen. Perhaps you and Dan should get rid of the guns, as it seems to me that some of these attacks begin as a search for guns, and end in conflagration. 

Here I believe that I am safe, and you know why. Kitty, my new love—he is a remarkable man. I may soon ask you to render me a great and lifelong service, but I shan’t detail it in a letter. Indeed, it may come very soon, because I love such an impatient man! More informations anon. 

The work proceeds apace, with many things almost completed. How beautiful we have made it. 

Thank you for the geese. And the ham. And the meat pies! Were I to eat them all, I should be as fat as a fool—and that is something else on which I seek your urgent advice. Do you expect to be at home next Sunday? 
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As the works at Tipperary drew near completion, the labor army began to shrink. It had been immensely high. The Limerick Leader described the castle as “Tipperary’s greatest employer after the Crown.”

Charles, in one comment, says that on a particular day in 1918, the day that he calls “the Apex,” Harney and he counted 371 people working on the castle restoration. He did not include April or Helen the housekeeper or Harney or himself.

No matter how much further money went in those days, that was an enormous payroll. Which raises a question: How wealthy was April?

The answer is: very! She paid for everything from her bank account. The estate generated no income until the first milk proceeds and cattle sales began, in mid-1918. How rich? According to Irish probate records, Stephen Somerville bequeathed to April, after deductions and lawyers’ fees, a final sum of six and a half million pounds. A staggering fortune in today’s terms, it could more than pay for anything she wanted to do.

Then, in 1917, her father-in-law, old Henry Somerville, died— stricken, it was said, by the death of his son. April must have smoothed him along very carefully too—he left her all his money. When everything had been liquidated, she received eight million from that bequest. In today’s money, we can assume that she was a billionaire.

We can also assume that she had never known poverty. The borough of Westminster has always been residentially prime. April grew up among the well-to-do, went to an excellent (though now defunct) school, and her status as a young lady was defined by what she did next.

The British diplomatic service operated its own inner grace-and-favor systems. One obtained certain positions according to whom one knew rather than what one had learned.

To have been placed in the household of the doctor to the Paris embassy made a statement. Here was a girl from a good background who needed a way forward in life. Her father held an excellent—white-collar—position in a brewing firm. She was close enough to the cloth to warrant upper-class care.

Which raises the matter of April’s other ancestry—April the First. After all, that was how the story emerged in the first place. Charles knew of the Burke connection to Tipperary Castle only because Oscar Wilde had met the actress. By now, neon arrows flashed at me—pointing to this shady lady.

It seemed sensible to begin with her son, April’s father. I knew where he had—allegedly—been born: in Tipperary Castle, if Oscar’s story was true. And I knew where he had been raised—in the English county of Somerset.

Like Ireland, England documents itself well. Unlike Ireland, valuable gossip is more difficult to come by. Not only that, Irish chatter knows no time limits. Here in Clonmel, I can have a conversation about an event of seventy years ago as though it had taken place last week. The English moved house too often for intimate continuity.

Therefore I had problems. I was searching for people known to have lived in Somerset one hundred years ago—and some of them were elderly then. I took the ferry from Rosslare to Fishguard, drove across Wales and over the river Severn into North Somerset. Gambon was the name I was looking for—anywhere near Yeovil.

Old tennis saying: “The ball bounces to the winning player.” I struck gold (of a kind) on the second day—not on the name Gambon, but on a scrap of history from the house in which Terence Burke had been raised.

It hasn’t changed since Charles first saw it, in June 1904—a stone house with its back to the world. The lane feels just as he described it: the steep hill and the view out to Glastonbury Tor and the Somerset Levels, where Coleridge walked. They’ve added some huge electrical pylons, which hiss and fizz sixty feet above the ground.

England being a land of gifted amateurs, the area has attracted excellent local histories. Trawling one tasty little volume (Tragedies in the West Country—a Chronology), I found a note that made me almost shout.

In 1878, an unnamed woman described as “an actress” jumped “spectacularly” off the beautiful Clifton Bridge, which spans the Avon Gorge in Bristol. Her address was given as the Brook House, near Shepton Mallet, in Somerset.

The public records and the newspapers gave me a little more. Her age was given as forty-seven, meaning that she was born in 1831. The newspapers carried a squib describing how two people had tried to stop her, but she, “excitable and inconsolable,” told them that she was being “blackmailed.” Coroner’s records gave her name as “Avril Burke.”

To knit it together (somewhat): “April” became “Avril,” not an impossible error; Queen Boudicca has long been “Boadicea” due to a scribe’s poor handwriting. If she was born in 1831, that would make her twenty-five when her son was born in 1856. (He was, remember, only four years older than Charles O’Brien.) The husband she abandoned, Terence Hector, died on the stage at Tipperary in 1858, leaving an infant son.

Oscar Wilde met the actress when she was older. He was in his twenties. Since he was born in 1854, he must have met her in her forties, in the year or so immediately preceding her death. It all fits.

Who was blackmailing her so fiercely that she jumped to her death? And what was the blackmail’s leverage? That, like Sarah Bernhardt, she had been a tart? That she had—appalling disgrace to the Victorians— abandoned her child? And had now come back to “the stage”—i.e., still plying a whore’s trade, as many still believed of actresses? An unscrupulous enemy could get mileage out of that.

My trail ran cold in Somerset. I didn’t get to the rest of April the First’s story for some time. But I did note that April Burke-Somerville’s grandmother and mother had committed suicide. And in identical fashion, by jumping off bridges. That indeed must make for some rocky terrain in a person’s psychological landscape.
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Thursday, the 25th of March 1921.



My dearest Kitty,

Now I truly need your help. The “frights” of which we spoke in January have come home to roost! Be not alarmed—I am overjoyed. For double reasons—not only will I have the delight of a son or a daughter, but I shall be married to a man who loves me, and whom I love with all my heart. Nobody else knows but you and Dr. Costigan, who is quite, quite certain.

I believe that the matter must be handled very discreetly—it is so easy to get a bad name around here. But we have constraints owing to my dear man’s current way of life and, shall we say, the unusual demands made upon him. Nevertheless, we shall make all haste. 
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My History, being also a personal matter, has permitted me much latitude. From time to time, a memory assails me so beautifully and so recurrently that I feel obliged to record it—as with my sojourns at Athassel Abbey (whose rushing waters I sometimes hear at night from here, if I walk out on the highest part of the gardens). In late March 1920, there was a morning in Tipperary that I shall never forget.

I rose before dawn. With spring promising to come early, I walked the immediate precincts of the walls, as I ever did, and watched for any unusual matters. That morning, I found one new cause for rejoicing: a great swan had come to the lake sometime since the previous night’s dusk. We had wanted swans for some years now, and often talked about it; we made many inquiries as to where and how we might acquire swans; we had even corresponded with the Keeper of the King’s Swans, who had not been helpful.

Now Tipperary Castle had its own swan, and I walked to the lake’s edge, taking care to make no noise. The swan moved among the sedges some yards from me, as though seeking a resting-place; its serene gliding would calm the wildest heart. But I became anxious; swans require partners, I’d been told; if this swan did not find a partner, would he fly away? I have no explanation for the fact that I thought it male.

Up at the castle, I could scarcely wait to give the good news—but I breakfasted alone; no sign of Harney, which suggested some “activity” in the night; and for some weeks April had not been down to share breakfast. Indeed, I had scarcely seen her.

All day, I found myself walking over to the highest point of the terraces from where I could see the lake. I could not always glimpse the swan, but did see it often enough to ascertain its continuing presence. Of another swan I saw no sign—until near five o’clock.

The sun was beginning to set in a magnificent blaze, and long streaks of red cloud were setting the western skies on fire. I was in the gardens between the two pavilions, measuring with two of the gardeners how much ground we should need to break open for the planting of three hundred new rose-bushes. Suddenly a shadow darkened the air above our heads and there was a noise of wings. A huge swan, larger than the one I had seen, flew low over us in the direction of the lake.

I jumped back, in evident excitement.

“We’re all right now,” said Jerry Kirby, the older of the two gardeners. “We’ve swans.”

All three of us made for a point from which we could see the lake below us. Sure enough, there on the waters, side by side, not touching but gliding close to each other, went two swans, white and calm as hope. My heart was filled with optimism.
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Charles and I—we went through a fierce time. Think of what was going on. I was out every night with a gun in my hand, not knowing if I’d ever come back alive. By day I was helping to rebuild the beauty of the very empire we were hammering at. The man I depended on for my safety as a soldier, Dermot Noonan, was in the middle of a desperately passionate love affair.

And who was it with? With the woman who was the heart’s desire of my dearest friend, Charles O’Brien.

And she was the owner of the estate that I had been working on for the past six or seven years and to which I was fiercely committed.

The war was raging across the country like a wildfire. Reprisals happened everywhere, and we hit back with counter-reprisals. What was typical was this: we’d hit a barracks or a troop convoy. In revenge, the Black and Tans or the regular army would attack the village or town, drag men and women out, and shoot them and burn their houses. And then we’d burn down a mansion where we thought the British were planning their campaign against us. Or where we thought—or often knew—the owners entertained the officers.

Now, through all of this, we hid men every night in the cellars at the castle. Charles O’Brien might not have carried a gun, or ever fired a shot in anger at a soldier—but he played his part. And he was one unhappy man. But he never pretended, he never changed his behavior from that civilized way he had. He had a good word for everybody. That work would have collapsed without him. And then, of course, in the spring of 1921—what beautiful weather we had that year—it was the worst time for Charles.

He knew—we all knew—without being told. I guessed very early, because I grew up in a houseful of women and by now my sisters were married and having their own babies. You can tell with a woman. The complexion changes. And she was old for having children. That’s what my mother said—if she never had a child before, thirty-nine years old is no age to start.
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Why do I dislike the word “melodrama”? Probably because there’s nothing “mellow” about it—that’s the joke I used to tell in class. I think I dislike it because whether you want to or not, it pulls you in. Now it was dragging me in.

I found myself telephoning a former pupil who works in the police forensics laboratories in Dublin. Could he test something from a century and longer ago for DNA? Of course he could. Feeling queasily melodramatic and more than a little foolish, I sent off some locks from the tresses of hair in the oak chest. And some hair from my own head. Why was I doing this? I had no idea. Instinct, again.
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April, Harney, and I never spoke about the men who hid in our cellars. We seem to have believed by unspoken agreement that the greatest security lay in keeping silence. They proved no small task to us, and we committed many hours of labor and concern to their concealment and their welfare. Usually, we housed approximately twenty or so of these youngsters, whom I saw grow into maturity before my eyes. Boys came in along that dank, secret passageway from the ha-ha at the fresh age of eighteen; six months later they spoke with the wary restraint of menaged forty.

I observed them closely, and soon I could begin to single out individuals and distinguish them among their comrades. Three kinds of men (if I may simplify for the purposes of clarity) composed the Flying Columns: the hearty, the easily conversational, and the quiet. In each case, I believed that I was witnessing men who were responding with their spirits and tempers to the unusual circumstances of their current existence.

The hearty men laughed off dangers and joked with each other about the circumstances from which they had just returned. Men who sat down, ate and drank, and lapsed into quiet conversation seemed to feel the difficulty more severely—or were prepared to let it be seen on their faces, in their demeanor. As to the quiet ones—in time I learned that from their number were drawn the greatest marksmen, the crack shots. In short, those men killed more than anybody else.

On account of mild wounds that they had received, I was given opportunities to make deeper acquaintance with two of the quieter men, and slowly I began to elicit from them, one at a time and never together, their views on the lives they now led.

The first lived several miles away, in one of the county’s prettiest villages; the second came from nearby, and his aunt had once worked for my parents at Ardobreen. One night, attending to an eye with a splinter in it (I bathed it with cold tea), I asked the first if he knew when he had shot someone. He said nothing; so I asked him again, in a different way.

After a deep breath he said, in a kind of half-breath, “Ah, you do, sir.”

I waited, keeping my voice soft, bathing the red eye.

“Is it something you see? Or, maybe, hear?”

“Ah, you kinda know, sir.”

“Oh? Now don’t move, I’m just going to dab this in here. You kind of know? How would that be?”

He never answered.

When I plied the second one with questions, he manifested similar reluctance.

“Do you ever see a face?”

“Sir, well, I’d see a head, sir.”

“But not a face that, say, you’d recognize if you met him?”

“I’d never want that, sir.”

“Why wouldn’t you?”

“Sir, it wouldn’t be right; I’m supposed to plug him.”

“You mean—you’re there to shoot him, and you don’t want to know him?”

“Sir, my job is to plug him.”

Even though I knew that my questions made them uncomfortable, they seemed warmer to me thereafter. When I went down to the cellars, one or other always had a cheery greeting for me—before he lapsed again into silence, sitting quietly by himself away from the others. Neither ever joined in the card games or the endless political discussions.
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The postman brought a shock—from the DNA tests.

Without any question I, Michael Bernard Nugent, am descended directly from the person on whose head grew those locks of hair. I assume that the garments among which they lay belonged to the first April Burke. Now what do I do? Disbelief is my first ally.

For good reasons. I loved my mother, Margery Nugent. That quiet woman suppressed a great talent, because she became the wife of a railwayman she loved. Rock no boats. Shatter no glass. That is what she said to herself when she married. She told me so before she died. But I felt attached to her, and I still miss her. The spirit doesn’t lie.

Then—doubt sauntered in, asking slyly, Shouldn’t you have sent the DNA people something of hers?

My emotional metabolism has a kind of “time-delay” mechanism. If something awkward comes at me, I hold it at bay. And then, several hours later, usually the next day, I’m ready to take it on. That has been my main protection method over the years.

The DNA letter arrived at nine o’clock in the morning, I opened it, read it—and, finally, that night, I was strung out with agitation.

How can this be? Are they sure? I read and reread the little note that came with the printout: “Was it your grandmother?” The technician did add a caution: “I’m aware of the sample’s age—but if this was in court, I’d have to swear to the highest probability of consanguinity.”

My thoughts, my scrambled thoughts, went like this: That fellow, Lisney, Henry Lisney—he saw a resemblance. And: What do I do now, what’s to happen to all the information of my life? Followed by: No, this can’t be the case. And: Supposing I exhumed my mother? Or my father?

Then I returned to Charles O’Brien’s “History,” the cause of this difficulty. I was by now on my umpteenth reread and again coming close to the end.
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Notwithstanding the mood of relaxation that pervaded the cellars in general, and sometimes the high degree of social ease—at times we had more than fifty men down there—I perceived one day a sharp evidence of their high training and alertness.

At ten o’clock in the morning, I heard the noise, and then I saw the lorries on the avenue. Five trucks of soldiers rumbled toward the castle, led and followed by staff cars. I ran to the cellars and told everyone; they scattered on their stomachs along the floors, hiding behind any object that they could use as shield or cover. As they crawled and squirmed, their little leader, who had once been our lunchtime visitor at Ardobreen, looked at me and said, in a loud voice, “Now who has betrayed us?”

I turned away and climbed the stairs back to the servants’ quarters and with help moved the great food-safe back across the doorway. Helen the housekeeper brushed the floor in front of the butler’s food-safe and moved a bench into a position nearby, lest the floor betray telltale signs.

Harney had disappeared; I later discovered that he had climbed into the highest part of the East Tower, which had long been prepared and armed for any such emergency. As the staff cars converged in front of the castle, the trucks halted too, and disgorged more than a hundred soldiers. All wore the uniforms of the appalling Black and Tans.

Two officers, one young, one senior, walked up the steps—and I walked down to meet them.

“Good morning, sir, dreadfully sorry for the trouble.”

“Not at all,” I said. “In fact, we’re very glad to see you.”

“You are?” He looked disbelieving.

I said, “I mean—my God, after all that’s been happening. We knew Summerhill very well; Colonel Rowley was an old friend of my mother’s. We’re still shocked.”

In February, a beautiful house in County Meath had been burned, to great dismay.

The young officer said, “Do you feel safe here, sir?”

“Who’s safe anywhere?” I asked.

My greatest fear had almost paralyzed me—that April had become suspect in the eyes of the authorities.

“Where’s the lady of the house, sir?” he asked.

I said, “I don’t actually know; I think she may have gone to stay with Lady Bandon.”

The officer looked a little perplexed. “You see, we wouldn’t like to search the place without her permission.”

I said, “Oh, I can give you permission—I’m her agent in all such matters. Here, let me help you—where do you want to search and for what?”

“We heard, sir”—the young officer did not quite know how to go forward—“we heard that gunmen hide here, sir.”

“Goodness—do you mean on the actual estate? Where?”

The other officer had been watching me closely, and now he spoke.

“Well, they could be anywhere, sir, couldn’t they? It’s a big place.”

I said, “Well, let’s figure out where you and I would hide if we had to. Outside, there are the woods, and we also have three large groves. And inside, we have the cellars, and I can tell you all about them. In fact, I can do better than that.”

Not far away, Mr. Higgins, our Master Stonemason, stood watching. He held no sympathy for either side—but I knew that he would understand my drift.

“This man over here—” I beckoned. “He knows this building inside out; he’s restored all the stonework.” I called him. “Mr. Higgins, these gentlemen want to search the cellars. Can you make it safe for them?”

“I can’t, sir, and I won’t.” Mr. Higgins, walking toward us, heated up a little. “And, sir, I told you before—I’m taking no responsibility for anyone going down there.”

To the officers I explained, “This place was closed for fifty years. There had been severe rain damage and a lot of collapsing. Mr. Higgins has had the task of securing all the underpinning.”

I asked him again: “Isn’t there some way in which they can inspect the cellars?”

Mr. Higgins said, a touch impatiently, “Sir, you told me to secure the western door with stone, and we did that. We never moved the ceiling that fell, and if you open that door—I mean, I can open it for you—but more stones will fall.”

I sighed. “You’re right. Was there ever an entrance from the stables? I’m most anxious to accommodate—”

The young officer cut in. “It’s perfectly all right, sir. May we look inside?”

I led them, enthusiastically. They gasped.

I said, “I’m not about to let a bunch of IRA thugs with guns into this place.”

They agreed with my point of view. I went across to say something to one of the Paglalonis, and I saw the officers conferring—which was what I wanted to achieve. When I returned they said, “If you don’t mind sir, we’ll just turn the men loose in the woods.”

“Of course—and please stay for lunch?”

They smiled. “Can’t, I’m afraid.”

Their search lasted not more than an hour, and all they did was frighten the crows. I stood with Mr. Higgins and watched their cars and trucks drive down the avenue. Within minutes Harney had come to my side.

“How did you do it?”

“I didn’t. Mr. Higgins did.”

Mr. Higgins said, “No. He fooled them to the eyeballs.”
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In school I always said “War of Independence.” And in English schools they say “Anglo-Irish War”—that is, if it even gets mentioned. My parents called it “the Troubles”—not to be confused with the more recent “Troubles” of the 1970s and onward.

By the spring of 1921, every city, town, and village in Ireland had been caught up in the first “Troubles.” Due to lack of arms, the campaign could not be timed to coincide with the Great War, “England’s difficulty.” But the Irish republicans, including Collins and de Valera, believed—somewhat correctly—that they had nonetheless struck at a time when Britain was still emotionally as well as militarily depleted.

And once again, the British government became a valuable ally. If the executions of the 1916 leaders had swung public opinion behind the Rising, now the atrocities of the Black and Tans became a countrywide outrage. The men of the Flying Columns became folk heroes.

They proved impossible to fight. Any English regiment that came to Ireland had officers who understood artillery, and cavalry, and strategy, and the movement of supplies. How could they fight an enemy who might lurk behind the next hedge? Or who might not? Who might descend on them in a mountain pass or on a main road? Or who might not?

And how could they fight an enemy who, in some cases, was their employee? Michael Collins gained access to almost as many military secrets as he wished, because his supporters were the filing clerks and the secretaries and the errand boys of the men who drafted the British strategies.

The Flying Column volunteers passed into legend even while they were on the run. Ballads were made, poems were written, artists portrayed them. Most active in the south and the west—that is, in the best guerrilla terrain—they and their daring created problem after problem for the authorities, who had no experience of fighting like this.

Furthermore, the quality of the clashes when the IRA took on the army created a natural David-and-Goliath atmosphere. Twice in March 1921, the Irish public read of results that the army would rather not have released. In Millstreet, on the border of Cork and Kerry, the Flying Columns laid land mines that killed more than a dozen troops—and the Irish admitted to no casualties. Two weeks later, at Crossbarry, in Cork, over a thousand soldiers surrounded a Flying Column—and not only failed to capture them but lost over twenty soldiers.

Something new, and often disastrous, happened every day. Thus, the psychological war, too, was lost by the British. They first began to lose it themselves, when their policy of executions created Irish martyrs. Then each guerrilla incident became public, despite the official efforts at censorship.

To read the newspapers of the time, especially from an Irish point of view, is to ride a seesaw of brilliance and disaster. For every IRA victory in the fields, local villagers were almost certain to pay with their houses or their lives.

Nor did every one of Collins’s units have unmitigated success. Joe Harney’s archives contain a vivid account of an operation in which he was involved early in June 1921. Although it doesn’t say so, it was to have a significant bearing on the life of Charles O’Brien, even though he was not involved. And on my own life.
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We were told by one of our people in Dublin that a Very Important Personage would be on the train from Portarlington to Mallow on the first Tuesday in June. He was a general, a big prize. The orders were to capture him and hold on to him—a bargaining chip. I was given the job. We were told to keep him fiercely secure—and I thought, “The cellars.”

A good decision, I felt; we meant to treat him like a prisoner-of-war— a lot more than our men were getting. I said so to Charles, and he was kind of amused: “A general? We’re coming up in the world.”

Dermot was away somewhere. I think that talks about a truce were beginning, and he was a very good negotiator. Since I can’t separate out any of the things that I was thrown into at this time, I also have to tell you that he was getting married that same month to April Somerville, the Englishwoman who owned Tipperary Castle.

Dermot pulled all kinds of strings. Mrs. Somerville, she was taking instruction to convert to Catholicism—from what faith, I don’t know, because I never heard that she had any religion. And the problem was— he was on the run, so where could they get married? It had to be in a church; I’ll come to all that.

We set out in the morning to get the general, and everything went wrong. We knew the time of the train—but it was hours late. And they had taken a security precaution that none of us anticipated: they’d put on a long train that day and the general sat up in the front of it, so that when the train came in, his carriage always went beyond the station platform. That was to make it harder for anyone to get on board easily. And in the station we chose, Dundrum, his compartment was halfway into the woods before we could get near him.

There were eight of us, though we’d been promised some more Volunteers. We were to take the general down onto the tracks, through the engine sheds, and out the other side, where a car would be waiting. By the time the train came in, we were very nervous. No other men showed up, and there was no sign of a car. A few minutes before the train came in, the stationmaster tipped us the wink about the length of the carriages, and where the general would be sitting.

I told four of my men to get on the train at the platform, not to draw guns but to head for the front of the train. I took the remaining three Volunteers and we ran forward, crouched down below the windows so the soldiers couldn’t see us. Although there didn’t seem to be that many soldiers around.

When I figured which was the general’s carriage, I sent two of my men in the door at the back of it, and the remaining two of us ran up ahead, and got on the train.

Straightaway, I saw him. He was sitting there not in uniform, and with two or three other men around who were also in plain clothes. There were two soldiers in uniform at each door.

When dangerous things happen fast, you see them slowly. I saw one of my men die—he had come in at the back door of the carriage, gun in hand, and one of the sentries shot him. That was the first gunfire. I still had no gun out—but I drew it then. I got the first sentry, but I only wounded him and he got off two shots before I plugged him. But the man with me got shot.

At the same time, my second man at the back of the carriage got the sentries there, and he also plugged one of the plain-clothes men who had drawn a gun. I got a second plain-clothes fellow—and the third one almost got me. He let off one shot that missed—and I reached him and shoved my gun in his neck.

Somehow I guessed that the general wouldn’t be armed. But—you never saw a calmer man.

“Don’t shoot,” he said, very levelly. “That’s my son-in-law”—and indeed it was, although I didn’t find that out for certain until much later.

“Tell him to put down his gun,” I said.

“David—you heard the gentleman.”

The gun hit me on the foot when it dropped. My second man picked it up, and got the son-in-law out of the way.

“General Hogarth, I’m Commandant of the Third Tipperary Brigade, and you have to come with me.”

He stood up. “I rather thought that’s what you had in mind, Commandant,” he said.

My other four men—they couldn’t get through. The train had been locked behind the general’s carriage. So there we were, on a train that might take off at any moment, two of us with a top-ranking British general and nowhere to go.

The other four boys were clever enough to get off the train, run ahead, and square off the driver, threatening him if he attempted to get the train moving again. I couldn’t get the general safely down onto the tracks and cover him at the same time—so three of my fellows grabbed him and helped him down.

Now—from the rear of the train we heard shots. I looked down the platform and saw a bunch of soldiers running toward us. They had been firing into the air, and I stood beside the general and held my gun to his head.

We walked him—remember, we were down on the tracks and our pursuers up on the platform—we walked him around the front of the engine, across the railway line, and into the engine sheds. The troops came after us and I kept saying to my boys, “No firing, no shooting.”

And the general said, “Well, you seem to know what you’re doing.”

We got to the engine sheds—which were empty. It was a kind of strange procession. I was in front, quick-marching the general as best we could on uneven ground—he understood it straightaway and fell into step with me. Behind me, almost walking backward, came five of my fellows—I had not time yet to think of the two fallen comrades. And behind them about fifteen or twenty soldiers with guns aimed at us. On we went, across the floor of this huge shed, and a railway man ahead of us, one of our sympathizers, unlocked a side door.

I said to him, “Where’s the car?”

He said, “She’s over in the trees—she’ll see you.”

Sure enough, there was the car—and there was Mrs. Burke-Somerville, as her name still was, driving it. I discovered long afterward that she had prevailed upon Dermot Noonan to let her take part in some action. This was perfect for her. She wouldn’t be stopped; if she was, she had an English accent and we were going to her castle. And she and the general would understand each other. What is it about some women that makes them want to be freedom fighters?

The car had a high seat on the back, outside—I think it was called a “dickey” seat. I was to sit up there, with a gun under the rug aimed at the general’s head, in case we were stopped. That was the plan—but it never fell out that way.

We got to the car. The general tipped his hat to April; she had the engine running. The soldiers being kept at bay by my fellows couldn’t see the car—which was round the bend on a wooded road. I stood back to let the general get into the car, but he stood with his hands by his sides, waiting for me to open the door.

Like a fool, I fell for it. I think I was seduced by his rank—I remember thinking, Yes, he’s used to people opening doors for him. So I reached for the handle on the door and he elbowed me, elbowed my gun hand out of the way, and legged it. He ran surprisingly fast and he ran back the way we came. My fellows never saw him, I didn’t shout, and I didn’t fire—we were told to take him prisoner, and I started running after him.

Of course you can guess what happened. The minute his own men saw him they opened fire on my boys. But they hit their own general, and down he went.

There’s always a hollow in a crisis—a space when you stand there and see everything that’s happening. Or at least that’s what I’ve found. And there was a moment that day when I saw everything. Six of us, a dead general, fifteen, maybe twenty soldiers facing us over his body. I shouted to April to drive away, because I didn’t want her seen by the soldiers— there were about four other motor-cars in the whole county and none of them a Dunhill.

She razzed up the car. I was the farthest back; I got two of them. But they got all five of my boys. We only had revolvers and one rifle that jammed. And now there were six bodies—and more—on the road that goes into the woods. I ran; I saw the car in the distance and before it went around a bend and out of sight, I saw the windshield breaking—a bullet had hit it. My better thought was that the soldiers hadn’t had a chance to see the car, which wobbled a bit, then straightened out and drove on. I thought, She’s safe.

Dermot Noonan did all the planning for that Dundrum operation, and it was perfect. There isn’t a square inch of those woods that he doesn’t know; he was born there. Now his knowledge came to my aid, and I was able to escape and hide. The lateness of the train helped too, because it was soon dark. Once it was safe to start moving again, I left my hidingplace—a culvert up by the sawmill—and I got out of the woods far from the scene of the gunfight.

By midnight I was back at the castle—and that was my next shock. When I came out of the woods I took one of the bicycles that were always left for us at various places. The road home was quiet, I went by all the back ways, and when I cycled up the avenue of the castle, there was the car parked there, in the dark, blocking the avenue, leaning a bit to one side.

My first thought was that it had failed mechanically—and then I saw the driver’s seat was all stained dark, and I knew it was blood. Never did I travel up that avenue faster. I got to the kitchens and Charles was there, pacing the place. He looked at me, said nothing, and pointed to the ceiling. Upstairs, there were Helen and Dr. Costigan attending to April, and the sheets were covered in blood.

What happened was this: When the windscreen shattered, a piece of the glass hit April on the neck and she thought she’d been shot. She also thought, from the huge gunfire, that I was dead. On the way home, in all the distress, she started to lose the child. And on the avenue, she hit a stone and couldn’t get the car to move.

When she saw me, April grabbed me so hard she bruised my hand, and she kept saying, “I was already too old.” I tried to console her and she said, “Now I’ll never have children” and she’d look at the doctor, hoping that he’d say no, that of course she still wasn’t too old to have a child. But he said nothing; why would he say anything?

That was one of the two worst nights of my life. I went back downstairs and I said to Charles, “You should be up there.”

Said he, “She won’t let me; she says this is all my fault.”
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I settled within myself that it was an error. This was the usual Irish official inefficiency that we all love to howl about. Presumably the age of the DNA had confused the test. I telephoned my former pupil and thanked him and then engaged him in conversation. My nerves were still jangling, and I asked him casually what was needed for such a test. Then I thanked him again.

My mother’s hairbrush sat in the untouched suitcase on top of my bedroom bookshelves. I went to the library, and on the Internet I found a company in England that does DNA tests for paternity and other legal or commercial reasons.

I telephoned. Yes, a clerk said, the hairbrush and its strands were fine. So I sent it off. By now I had long known that Charles’s “History” had no such answers for me.
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I was out in the fields with Harney in the early summer of 1921 when Mr. Collins came to us for the last time, and this time I saw a maturer man—a less excitable individual. He seemed to have aged since I’d first met him, in late 1916; given what he had been doing, a little of which I knew from Harney, the wonder is that his hair had not turned white. When I was a boy and my father told me tales of the intrigue preceding the Land Act, and the rebellions plotted by the bearded men in greatcoats who came to our house at night, he inclined to say that when “Ireland has her final revolution, Tipperary will be there at the finish.” I told Michael Collins this, and he replied that he regarded Tipperary as “the intellectual breeding-ground of this war we’re fighting.” This explained his many journeys to the county.

His last visit to us took place a few days after a failed Flying Column operation. Harney had been detailed to lead seven men on Dundrum railway station and capture a general from the Dublin-to-Cork train. The general tried to escape and was accidentally shot dead by his own men; Harney escaped uninjured—except for his heart, which ached, he said, with guilt that he lived while his seven comrades-in-arms died. The failure sat heavily upon him; he’d fallen for a ruse of the general’s, and he condemned himself gravely for it.

I knew of the operation beforehand, and even though wisdom after the event is an offense to the intelligence, I felt that the attempt should never have been made. The planning seemed lax—though Harney bears no responsibility; he merely carried out incompetent orders. Other than such inefficiency, and the sad losses of Harney’s comrades at Dundrum Station, the war went well in our county. Mr. Collins told me of other major operations in which the Flying Columns succeeded against great numerical odds. He also hinted at diplomatic exercises.

“It seems that our timing may be proven right after all,” he said. “I think they’re war-weary.”

He knew that Mr. Lloyd George, the Prime Minister, feared the funds flowing from the United States to the Irish republicans. Already a stream, they might become a torrent—and England had indeed lost its appetite for war.
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SUNDAY, THE 12TH OF JUNE 1921.

I was born for dilemmas. My poor son—where is he left standing in all this? I must stop thinking of him as “my poor son.” He will be sixty-one at midsummer and I will be eighty-five. Why is it I feel younger? Another dilemma.

It doesn’t compare with what’s happened. April, now my friend of six years, lost her baby. But she will marry the father, little Noonan. What can Charles be thinking? And still he soldiers on. He is garlanded with praise every day for the work at the castle. Maybe that is what keeps him going.

I hope he doesn’t hear the things I said to April. She asked me if she should marry little Noonan. I’m too old now to mind my p’s and q’s. So I said straight out—No. Marry Charles, I said. His feelings will guard you forever. But she didn’t listen to me.
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Wednesday, June the 15th 1921.




My dear April,

My plan has changed—I shall come on an earlier train, and we shall spend tomorrow night preparing your clothes—how exciting! But I must ask—do you feel strong enough to go into it? My dear, leaving you on Sunday, you looked so pale, and I kick at myself, I do, for having let you walk so far, so long when we could have sat. But I’m the servant, remember, the bride’s maid, to do your every wish.

Dan understands the need for the minor key we’re playing in, and he doesn’t mind not being invited; he mislikes weddings anyway. But he sends you, he said, every good wish and he hopes for your happiness. 

Until Thursday noon.



With affection, 

Kitty.
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It took four weeks for the results, and they charged me heftily—because I paid for three tests: the ancient lock of hair, my mother’s hairbrush, and my own hair. The lab technicians must have puzzled over this one. They found no connection whatsoever between the two females. But they also connected me to the tresses found in the theater at Tipperary. If I had already been engaged with Charles O’Brien and his uneven (to say the least) April, now I was obsessed. I went back to my inspection of that teeming drama.
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It was a beautiful day. The middle Friday in June. I drove the car. She asked me to, the night before, so I got the blood cleaned out of the seats. And as she walked toward me, she said, “Harney, d’you think—” And that was all.

She never finished the question. Mrs. Moore was standing at the other end of the Great Hall, not a lady I knew very well, but I knew enough about life to tell that she was very anxious. And that evening and next day she hovered over April, giving her all kinds of care and attention. Mind you, April had recovered well from the miscarriage—but she looked exhausted.

People have great natural tact—whether they know it or not. Nobody came out to look at us. We got April into the car out in front, and there was nobody on the terraces, and nobody in a doorway. I couldn’t believe it.

You can guess what my fear was—that Charles would appear. If he did, there was no mistaking the fact that April was about to become a bride. No veil of course, being a widow—but she had a bouquet of flowers, and a hat.

Heavens above, did I look around! But—no Charles, no sign of him. I got them all into the car, and away we went. And then, just inside the gate, on a little hill from which you can peep through the trees, I saw him. He was standing there, watching us, just at the point where we had to slow up before going out on the road. He looked straight at me, and I at him. And when he turned his back, you never saw a man with a sadder pair of shoulders.

Well—if that was only the worst thing that happened that day. Because he was on the run, Dermot had arranged things very secretively. He got a priest in Cashel to perform the ceremony and to get over the problems of April not being a Catholic—he told the priest that she was taking instruction in order to convert. The priest was one of his men, anyway.

And then Dermot pulled his masterstroke. No church—too dangerous; anyone might see him going in there. And a bride would attract attention. At that time the Rock of Cashel was all but closed. You had to go up a dirty old lane to it, and nobody would see you, and Dermot knew—the legal brain—that the church on the Rock was still a consecrated church, and that people could legally marry there.

He hid nearby the night before, and we had arranged that I’d come in and tell him everything was clear. In the meantime, the two ladies would wear big coats to hide their finery, and they’d clamber up the lane and into the Rock area. The priest was to wait down the road until he saw us turn up the lane—it was all arranged like a guerrilla operation.

And it all went well. Dermot was there—he came out from his hiding-place and we headed for King Cormac’s Chapel, one of the oldest holy places in the country. Now, he hadn’t been in touch, and nobody had seen him since these arrangements were made weeks earlier. He asked me about the Dundrum fiasco—and then I told him about April, and her health, and what had happened to her.

He looked shocked and asked how she was. I told him everything about that terrible night in the castle. And I left him there, leaning against the wall, and went to get the two ladies. I was excited at being able to tell April that he was here, ready and waiting.

“Oh, Harney,” said she, “you’ve answered the question I was afraid to ask.”

She was obviously afraid that events might prevent him from showing up.

The priest arrived a few minutes later. Now the bridal party was complete—bride and attendant, best man and celebrant, and bridegroom waiting for us at the altar.

But when we got to the little church—no Dermot. I thought he had gone into hiding again until he was sure that the voices he heard were ours—that’s what I’d have done—and I went looking for him. Well, I searched and I searched and never found him.

When I went back to the chapel, April was crying. Not out loud, just tears pouring down her face. We waited an hour and more, because that’s what she wanted to do. But we could be waiting still—he never appeared.

Eventually, we all returned to the car. I gave the priest his offering—a man has to get paid—and we drove back to the castle. She never stopped crying throughout the whole journey, and when we got back there she disappeared and nobody saw her for weeks.
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So, now I could conclude that I was not the son of Dermot Noonan. For which relief, much thanks. I met him once and disliked him intensely— condescending and cocky little prancer—and that was years before I ever heard of Charles O’Brien.

Nor could I be the son of April Burke-Somerville, who could not now, after a severe miscarriage—and at almost forty years of age—ever bear children. But I was still the grandson of April Burke the First, the strumpet from County Limerick.

The human spirit can be damnably perverse. However distraught I was by the first DNA revelation, and further hammered by the second one, I was now disappointed. If I had been April’s son, that would have given me, late in life, some of the sense of magic that I had always missed. I could have told myself that I came from that grand intrigue, and that both my grandmother, the actress, and my mother, the chatelaine, had been the objects of great, all-consuming passions.

Mind you, I would also have had to observe that both my grandmother and my great-grandmother had taken their own lives by jumping off bridges. So there I was. April did not marry Dermot Noonan. And I still had no explanation for the bizarre DNA results. I searched Charles’s history, and I searched it again—and found nothing there. The mystery continued.

I worked like a demon, hauling in every loose end that I could find. Then I indulged in some unraveling of the text to make some more loose ends. And I chased them to their origins. After that, I began to check out the other hazy figures in this steam room.

Noonan did marry. Three years later, while still in his fifties, he found a different young widow with a large farm of land. A leopard doesn’t change his spots. The wedding took place very conventionally, in a church. Why couldn’t he have continued the flamboyance?

Whatever the complications, part of me wished that April could have married on the Rock of Cashel—one of the “Seven Wonders of Tipperary,” according to Bernard O’Brien. It’s unique.

From the grassy heights inside the enclave, the views to the north and west define the county. The view is of wide open fields, a ruined abbey, a sense of deep fertility, the high, blue sky, and those cloud formations that fascinated Charles O’Brien.

Inside, the buildings continue to engross me, even after forty years of guiding school tours around the place. The vaulted heights, the gray-white of the limestone, the ancient mason work, the smoothness of the cut stone, the hush—nowadays, I sometimes go there just to feel the place, to be part of it.

And I replay what it must have been like that morning—for this disappointed woman, rich beyond her dreams, her body in aching turmoil, still hunting for the happiness she had slightly touched when she lived as a girl with her father. She stood in the shadows of King Cormac’s Chapel, an exquisite little twelfth-century Romanesque building whose construction had all kinds of mathematical orientation built into it.

And she waited and she waited for the man who’d lost interest in her once he knew she could not bear him an heir so that he and his family would then completely own the Tipperary estate. He had failed to get it in court, and now he was trying to get it by other means. I suppose she was fortunate that he didn’t marry her and then kill her.

Through all of this, Charles kept writing his “History.” But never a word of April’s misfortunes does he record—no mention of the miscarriage or the aborted wedding. So much for the objective historian— selective again. But I remind myself in fairness that he did issue a warning at the beginning: “Be careful about me.”

Many of his entries now merely illuminate details of the later work on the castle: a fight among the Paglaloni brothers; Mr. Higgins the stone-mason marrying for the first time, at sixty-five, to a girl of twenty-three; the sudden appearance of a new Flying Column leader in the cellars; and some details of local visitors.

There’s a general sense, by the middle of 1921, that he’s not going to write a lot more. That sense would have come across even if one didn’t have the physical advantage of seeing how few pages are left.

But when he does attend to the events that made it into the history books, he shows the same awareness of detail that he did when he was merely nine years old back at the Treece eviction—which now returns to him, with a shock.
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Shall I write this History for the rest of my life? But shall longer days, if I am granted them, ever prove as engrossing as those which I have already chronicled? How I thank my father for the first such thought—that I should write down, as the witness, the events of Mr. Treece’s harsh evicting. Father could not have known how being a witness would, in general, hold my life together—or in the particular, how that eviction would return to me as a gift. It was a gift that gave me a lesson that I might never have so sharply learned, and it came about like this.

After Harney’s defeat in the Dundrum Ambush, he took some heart in the events up and down the country. The news from within the republican organization reached us days or weeks late, and then we would hear details that the newspapers never reported. I thrilled to the daring that men exhibited in ambushes and other raids; and, in common with everybody in the land, I flinched at the behavior of the troops. No wonder that Sinn Fein swept the elections in May; as one newspaper reported, “disgust cast the most votes,” and it is true that revulsion at the army and the Black and Tans gave new support to the Irish Republican Army.

Discussing the rapid developments became quite a pattern with Harney and me. Each morning as we took a respite from the building work, he would tell me of this IRA operation, or that army reprisal, and I felt that I was living in the very pages of history.

One morning, down in the stable-yards, when we stood in from the rain and marveled at the continuing success of the cellars as a refuge, I asked about a new face leading the men.

“He’s a fellow called Lacey,” Harney said, “who is by all accounts fearless. He has been busy in these parts since early last year.”

I had seen the chap but never spoken to him—and I marked how all the men respected him.

“What became of your erstwhile leader?” I asked, preferring not to use his name.

“He’s not coming back,” said Harney. “They say there are big talks on the way and he’s in there.”

I feared that Harney had been deliberately placed in a position of danger as a disrespect to me—so I asked the question that had been weighing heavily on my mind ever since the dreadful fracas with the general.

“Why was Dundrum chosen? It was unsuitable, was it not?”

Harney said, “He was supposed to lead it—and since he came back from Spain, he made it his business to know every stick and stone of the land around Dundrum.”

At this, a cold feeling climbed my neck, and I remembered an early ghostliness that this individual had caused in me.

“Does he have a connection to the place?”

Harney looked at me, surprised that I might not have known something of common knowledge.

“Of course he does. His family was evicted by a landlord, right at the edge of the woods, near the sawmill. He was only a babe in arms. George Treece: a bad egg, by all accounts—your father must have known him. The evicted family emigrated to Canada. And, by coincidence, so did the Treeces.”

Now my heart began to rend itself. All my days I had pitied that family; I thought of them frequently, and they had a most tender place in my feelings. Not long ago, Mr. Yeats wrote a poem entitled “Easter 1916” in which he mentioned one of the leaders as having “done most bitter wrong to some who are near my heart.” In this he spoke for me too with that evicted family whom George Treece wronged.

How I remembered a mother lashed with a whip, and two boys come to her aid, and a man with one leg, and a house torn down; and how I thought that even a mind and spirit as yet unformed, such as that infant in his mother’s arms, could not have lived through such a catastrophe and not have been somewhere, somehow, aware of the injustice—and would then have been reminded of it by family lore all his life. At the moment when I understood that I had seen the infant evicted grown into a man, I believe that I became a more understanding human being.

In the weeks immediately preceding this information, we had been living in a most precarious state. April, deeply unwell, had lately taken to her bed. As part of her poor state, she must have been distressed and terrified at the news reaching us every day from the other Great Houses. They were being destroyed at the rate of several a week. Lord and Lady Listowel were burned out, and the place that Lady Mollie Carew so loved, Castle Bernard, was burned to the ground. Lord Bandon was kidnapped (and later released), and while the place was blazing, Lady Bandon, Mollie’s—and April’s—dear friend Doty, stood in the flaming doorway and sang “God Save the King” while the arsonists looked on.

I waited every day for a gang to arrive, and unable to endure the anxiety any longer, I approached the new leader, Lacey, and asked him whether I must worry. To my relief he looked at me as though I were crazed (we were down in the cellars), and then turned to gesture at all the men behind us, eating, smoking, reading, playing cards.

“D’you think these boys’d let that happen?”

Then came the better news—the government instructed the army, which included the Black and Tans, that no more houses in Ireland’s towns and villages were to be set aflame in reprisals for ambushes or other Flying Column activity. We had had significant destruction in our village the night of the Tankardstown Ambush; many young men were taken from home at gunpoint and shot, and the teacher’s house was burned to the ground. Now, therefore, the counter-reprisals against the mansions would also cease.


I have lived such a profound life—I feel as though I have lived many lives. How happy were my days with my parents; and how beautiful and long the days of my childhood, with Buckley and his innuendo, and Mr. Halloran and his dwarfs, and Miss Taylor and her tears, and Mrs. Curry with her turkey’s walk. And my lovely Euclid—I found many ways to honor him in my thoughts, and I was a fortunate man to have known such a soul. Of Mother—what can I say that will make a sum equal to her parts? She is now an old lady—but the youngest old lady I have ever known, and still so ordered and orderly.

And I have been in every parish and village and town in Ireland; I have healed people and made them well again, I have given them hope and they have rewarded me with smiles. I do not believe that there is a house in which I visited that I cannot be welcome again. My potions remain as efficacious as ever; I have never given up my interest in curing the sick, and I never shall. It is my sincere conviction that all human ailments may be rendered better, that all the frail may be made strong. In these pages I discussed a consumptive patient in Bruree, the village whence Mr. de Valera hails. Now she has three children and a husband who loves her more than ever.

My missteps have been my own, and there were many. But there came a day when they ceased, when I took command of a great project, and at the same time took command of myself. Few men ever are granted the capacity to seize such an opportunity. For the granting of it, I am indebted to the woman whom I have loved for more than twenty years, and whom I have loved whether she cared. On account of her presence in my life, I met the man whom I have come to love as a son—and would that I had a son, to tell him about my friend Joseph Harney. He is one whom I must account in this History as on the scale of Mr. Yeats and Mr. Parnell and Mr. Shaw and all the other remarkable people whom I have known, each one touched with greatness in his own way. This has been a fortunate life.
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Everything in Ireland quickened that spring and summer. As a boy I heard the old-timers talk of the glorious weather in 1921. Its curiosity value paled beside the pace of events.

In December 1920, the Government of Ireland Act was made law in London. It divided Ireland into two electoral districts. The elections that Charles mentioned were held on 13 May 1921, to try to determine the Parliament of Southern Ireland. Of the available 128 seats, Sinn Fein took 124.

The election took place against a backdrop of daily violence. Michael Collins had cranked up the guerrilla war to a high pitch. On the one hand, his men were killing soldiers and policemen in significant numbers. And on the other hand, the forces of the Crown, frustrated and lacking battle plans, were committing worse and worse atrocities.

They shot in cold blood IRA Volunteers they captured, declaring that these men had been “trying to escape”—the phrase became a national jibe. They breached orders and agreements and burned down houses, villages, town and city centers. They opened fire on innocent people at random—and any soldier caught at it was declared by the authorities to be “insane.”

The pressure on the government began to mount. No juries could be found to sit in the courts. Policemen began to retire or resign. The paid government officials began to tell their masters in London that not only was the country fast becoming ungovernable, their methods were exacerbating matters. On 11 July 1921, a truce was called.
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We had to be careful. After all, those of us with guns, the Volunteers— we were still outlaws. The orders came through a few days later. Go home, but go carefully. Disarm, but hide your gun in a safe place. Stand down, but be ready to spring back into action.

The boys left the cellars at night. Charles knew when they were leaving, and he came down, to the very point of exit, and wished each man well.

Naturally, I stayed on. I wasn’t in good form at all. The Dundrum thing still hung over me—I hadn’t even been able to go to the funerals. But at least now I’d be able to visit the families. Seven men dead, seven families—I thought I’d never recover from it. In truth, it took me years, and I think I managed only by the expedient of becoming friendly with those families—fathers and mothers and brothers and sisters.

Next day, when all the boys were gone out of the cellars, Charles and I set about cleaning up. No small task, I tell you. We’d had a long run and a good run, we’d saved at least one life there, and mourned many others. We had to leave it clean as a whistle—you never knew in those days what was going to happen next. You had to be ready for anything.

And then we went back upstairs, and I began to get myself back into the life of the castle. Charles, without telling why, took me all over the place, and I knew that he was saying, “Welcome back.”

It all looked splendid. How he brought it off I don’t know, given how troubled he must have been by the events with April, and her baby that didn’t get born, and her marriage that didn’t get made.

I mean—if you looked up and saw those plaster cornices, and those birds with the berries in their beaks, and those great medallions with Zeus and Aphrodite and Neptune and Lord knows what else, and all of them restored and gleaming—oh, God, it was tremendous.

That very day, they were just beginning the last big job—the painting of the walls and ceilings. Charles took me down to the stables where Mr. Mulberry’s workbenches used to be, and Mr. Higgins’s stone sets, and he showed me where the painters—from London—had set up what almost looked like a laboratory. There was this long bench, and there were test-tubes, and boards with daubs of color on them, raspberry, and turquoise, and yellow like the sun itself.

“It’s going to be as authentic as we can make it,” said Charles. “What else have we left,” said he, “but authenticity?”

I seized my moment.

“Speaking of authenticity,” said I, “how is April and what are you going to do about her?”

I said it in a low voice, but he turned away from me. We walked out in the open air, where nobody could hear us.

“I don’t know how she is,” said he. “I haven’t asked. She is safe physically—I know that. I’ve supervised the food that Helen brings her—but Helen is sworn not to tell her that.”

He didn’t continue.

Said I, “And the second half of my question—what are you going to do about her?”

His answer was very much like his spirit. “Today, I don’t know—but maybe one day I’ll know what to do. And if that day comes—I’ll test things.”

And, of course, as I and my family have ever known since—a day came and he did test things.
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Harney’s fighting days were over. So were Tipperary’s—and Cork’s and Kerry’s and Dublin’s and Limerick’s and Clare’s and everybody else’s. The truce of July became the treaty of December. A deal was struck to divide the island. Six of the thirty-two counties remained loyal to the king, and the remaining twenty-six became independent, with our own government and official institutions.

The ink on the signatures still shone wet when the arguments broke out. De Valera, who had refused to take part in the negotiations, declared the treaty unsatisfactory because it left a British political and military presence in part of Ireland. Collins, one of the negotiators, said they had done their best to get a good solution. Civil war, vicious and incestuous, came in like a thug.

In most Irish history books, the name Michael Collins never appeared during my time as a teacher. When all the dust of the twenties and thirties settled, Collins’s great rival de Valera became the ruler of the twenty-six counties and banned Collins’s name from the histories. Thus are new nations born. And in England, no school that I know of has ever taught the full story of the British in Ireland.

Before the internecine upheavals broke out, the British troops began to leave. Here, Charles O’Brien outdoes all the history books, because once again he becomes the witness. It was just before Christmas 1921, and Joseph Harney was with him.
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From afar, we followed avidly the Treaty negotiations in London. I thrilled to think that I had met two of the Irish delegates—Mr. Griffith, who never fired a shot except in print, but to great effect; and Mr. Collins. The countryside talked of nothing else; I think that Ireland could not believe its own eyes and ears that peace of a kind—of any kind—might come.

For those weeks, April became a sort of politician. She wrote to all her English and Anglo-Irish friends, including Miss Beresford, and told them not to feel so betrayed. To her Irish friends, who had supported the Volunteers, she spoke of the responsibilities of a new nation. Her intent, she said, was to bring both sides of her circle to terms with what had come about and with the future as she saw it.

A fresh zeal seemed to have seized her; she wrote long letters full of reasons why she had restored the house; and she invited her correspondents to consider that now Tipperary must be looked at in a different way— that it was a part of the past, unpleasant for some, but still full of meaning, and it would now make a great contribution to the new state’s future.

Her energy had returned. But she did not feel sufficiently well, she said, to join Harney and myself on a journey to Dublin—a journey that had a specific meaning. We had heard the tales, we had read the reports— and at six o’clock one morning Harney and I left the house to drive to the North Wall of Dublin’s port and see the British Army leaving Ireland.

Scarcely a word passed between us on the road. The car was new—a Singer—and even though we could have pulled down the top, we chose not to, and we wrapped ourselves like Eskimos. As we drove into the city, we saw no police, no military—just ordinary people going about their ordinary business.

We drove along Sackville Street, still in ruins after the Easter Rising shells—scarcely a building had not been destroyed. As we turned down toward the Custom House, we saw the sight that we had come for. Lines of soldiers marched in the street, line after line of them, laden with kit bags and with rifles shouldered. Along the pavements, a few people waved, and in many instances, men, women, and children walked purposefully along beside the regiment, talking to this soldier and that sergeant or corporal. I quickly understood what I was seeing—many of the men in British uniforms were Irish boys who had been sent here after France, and they were talking to their families about when they would next be home.

Harney said to me, “Turn back,” and on the wide street I turned the car around; he directed me back across the bridge to the quays on the other side of the river Liffey. I saw what he intended—that we should get a distant view of the marching troops rather than find ourselves among them. First, however, we saw the ruins of Liberty Hall; as James Connolly’s headquarters, where he and his Irish Citizen Army planned their strategies, it had been the first target of the British gunboats that sailed into Dublin Bay to quell the uprising Easter Week.

Now, as we stood on Butt Bridge, we saw the soldiers perfectly. They marched six abreast—at no great pace, because they carried so much. I had often contemplated what a retreating army looks like. The Romans ran south through Britain to their galleys at Dover, so great had been their urgency. Napoleon sulked in his carriage as he led what was left of his army while they lurched and staggered back from the ice of Moscow. The British Army leaving Ireland had no bands, no swagger, just men marching. They were cheerful; they waved to the bystanders.

Harney said to me, “What do you think of this?”

I said, “It can be nothing but good.”

Harney then said, “Oh, it’s much better than that,” and his voice had fervor in it thick as butter.

Two British ships stood at the dock—one of the Royal Navy and one of the Merchant Navy, and they had begun to march men aboard. Like Noah’s Ark, the soldiers went in two by two.

Sometimes when historic matters are taking place, we do not necessarily make ourselves aware of that fact. That morning, by the river Liffey, watching those troops marching out of the land of my birth, I knew what I was seeing. Eight hundred years of domination and suppression, often unjust and frequently brutal, had come to an end in much of Ireland.

Harney and I stayed for some hours; then we went to Jammet’s, and over potato soup and excellent beef I told him about Oscar Wilde, and the first April Burke.
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After watching the troops withdraw, Harney went back to Tipperary with Charles just as the pro-treaty and anti-treaty factions were beginning to square off. The country still reeled from the sheer ferocity of Collins’s campaign, and there were many wounds to lick, many bereavements to heal.

By this stage in his text, Charles has more or less abandoned the idea of keeping a rigorous historical chronicle. He was, of course, preoccupied with the castle, and that was the main focus of his attention; in his record of his life as it had now become, he kept detailed accounts of cattle prices, how much he was paying workmen, and so on, and he wrote less and less about contemporary events. Therefore, the first time I read the end of Charles’s “History,” I felt slightly cheated, especially now that I knew I had more than a passing interest in it.

For example, he completely omitted Noonan, who became a major figure in the politics ahead. How I wish that Charles had had the courage to tell us what he felt when all that was going on. I wanted to know his feelings as he saw the love affair burgeoning, and when he heard of the miscarriage—was that the first time he knew of the pregnancy?

Above all, what went through his mind when he saw her drive off, as he—and she—believed, to her wedding? And what did he think when she came home, jilted? Now, with my own identity at stake, and so late in my life, I knew I needed—vitally so—to learn more.

And my thought was: Two such luminous people as Charles O’Brien and April Burke must have left behind more of a trace than Charles’s selective account. After all, Harney left behind what amounts to an oral history.

For starters, though, I already had a database nearer home. I hadn’t touched my mother’s photographs since she and I sorted them when I was a schoolboy. From time to time, I had promised myself that I would catalog every one and donate the collection to the National Library.

She had taken so many—before she married my father. Also, she had done quite an amount of sorting without my help. Perceiving her work as a matter of national interest, she had divided each category according to county. “Dublin” had the thickest files, but I went straight to “Tipperary.”

In the file marked “People” I found nothing to help me—but I did in “Places.” She’d taken about thirty photographs on the day they opened the restored castle to thank the locals for their help.

At the back of the file I found a newspaper—from The Nationalist, folded open to a page with the headline “Grand Time at Tipperary.”

“It was a day long awaited,” writes “Our Social Secretary,”



and hundreds of local people who had worked on the rebuilding were happy guests. Mrs. Somerville, radiant in a green frock, welcomed many local dignitaries on her lawns. Dinner tables inside the castle groaned under the weight of food, and John Ryan & Son, Vintners, Main Street, Cashel provided beverages. Mrs. John Ryan was among the guests, looking radiant in black.

At eight o’clock in the evening, with the sunlight still broad upon the fields and terraces, Mrs. Somerville ushered her guests along the southern walls, to some platforms and benches. The castle is equipped with a theater, but with one hundred seats it was deemed too small for the large crowd.

Mary Cody, aged six, danced jigs and reels, and a fiddler, Joseph Harney, played for her; the audience delighted in them. Her brother, James Cody, recited a poem, “Dark Rosaleen,” and also received loud applause. Two ten-year-old girls, the Cody sisters, played concertinas dexterously; the concertina is a difficult instrument—but not in their hands. Mr. and Mrs. Cody (of Cody’s Boots & Shoes, West Gate, Clonmel) were proud parents in the audience. Mr. John Coffey (of Coffey the Butcher), who is also a renowned local tenor, sang “Danny Boy.” He was accompanied by his cousin Josie Cleary, on the violin, and were there extra sobs to be wrung from the song’s mourning, she would have found them. The sun’s dying rays fell aslant across the audience and bathed the people in shades of red.

Mrs. Somerville made what she called “a historic announcement.” She declared that she was forming a troupe of actors, a permanent company, to put on plays at the theater. She said that local people whom she hired would be paid for their work, and would also get the benefit of being taught by famous actors, whom she intended to invite from time to time. Her words received many energetic murmurs of comment.
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The Nationalist report includes many more names, notably of business people who advertised in the newspaper. Charles receives no mention; nor did the Social Secretary make any observations on the renovations or the gardens or the food.

In his “History,” Charles also reported the day. Though briefly, and with some reflection, he—as ever—added substance. Here, with some abridgments—he included lists of names—is an excerpt from his account.
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My country in its adventures and tensions had been, in my lifetime, advancing toward the convulsion of rebellion, as I had been struggling with unrequited love. Ireland has now achieved the aftermath of independence, which, as I write this, has not yet reached tranquillity—but I believe it will. I myself have not yet reached out and grasped the inner peace that I seek—but I hope to do so one day.

Both my country and my spirit have been in need of ritual. First, the departure of the troops gave us a national reason to celebrate—our green island is now ours to throw open, to welcome in the world. And second, without, I hope, self-aggrandizement, here is my parallel with it: on the day in August 1922—let me give it full title, Sunday, the 20th—when April opened the castle to friends and neighbors, we marked a great joy at the completion of our massive work.

The Gardens had approached, in my view, perfection; already we received questions as to our inspirational planting, and requests from people who, having heard the rumors, wished to visit. Our restoration of Major and Minor (the two pavilions) made my heart sing at the sheer beauty of Mr. Mulberry’s fretted carpentry. The swards of the terraces, when newly mown, looked like starched green linen.

On the morning of the celebration, I rode the land. Out across the fields, I gazed at our herds and our horses. We had developed excellent systems of paddocking and grazing in rotation, with the dairy cows and the beef cattle (mostly yearlings) fenced away from each other. Not so with the horses; I’d deliberately asked the ostlers and the stewards to achieve a good mixture according to age; as with humans, young horses need to learn sense from their elders.

When I came back, I walked from the stables into the kitchens—all restored, all staffed, and working as though there had never been a hiatus of nearly seven decades. As to the building, when Mr. Higgins had concluded his stonework on the exterior of the castle—several years had passed since then—he had come indoors and attended to the great fireplaces, all of which had been restored. I requested his caution to make them not so much to look like new—they still kept their patina of ancient fires from long-past winter evenings. Of these, his greatest task had been in the kitchens, where two gigantic fireplaces at either end had been in dire want of repair, right up to chimney level. Now the fires roared with the cooking of the food, and the fireplaces looked magnificent.

Before that reparation, however, I had asked our Master Stonemason to restore the bridge; it may well be judged the sweetest thing he ever did for us. I believe that he thought so too, because when it was completed, Mr. Higgins went out of his way every morning coming to work, and every evening going home, to stand on the bridge and stroke its cut-stone parapets.

Now, as I stood in the main doorway, waiting for the first guests to arrive, I looked not only at the bridge but at the restless willows above the water, the great placid beeches and oaks beneath the castle walls, the line of plane trees, and I admired—again—how they had been trimmed, and how their new growths gave forth the most pleasant feeling of safety.

Nothing, however, compared with the castle itself. From the slates, blue-black as crows and now shiny in the sun, and along the parapets and battlements, to the turrets, and then down along the great facades with their long, big walls—oh, what a place we had here! Privately I had said to myself: I will see to it that this woman has the finest house in Europe. And not only will it be so judged in the strength of its fabric—it will be hailed for the steady perfection of its exterior, and the daring beauty of its interior.

All around the Great Hall we had re-created what it must have looked like. Ancient drawings of the castle had helped us, and it took little imagination to see a king or a knight stride across here, and climb the angelic white marble of the Grand Staircase. The hangings, the tapestries with their great scenes of hunting—how they asserted their rights to be here.

I began a last walk through the great rooms. How had the polishers achieved such a gleam on the furniture? All the doors between the dining-rooms had been opened, the tables connected, and now we had one great banqueting spread; I guessed the connected tables reached more than eighty feet.

Every outer door on the southern side of the castle had also been opened to the paved terraces and rows of tables bearing the drink to be served. We had kegs and casks, beer, sherries, port wines; at least the paving-stones were now level, and people might not fall down, because here we meant that they would dance!

I walked along to the open doors of the Ballroom and went back inside the house. Four months earlier, Serge and Claudette Lemm had unveiled “my” mural—the saffron yellows, the coral reds, the green soft as our fields. I loved the scale: the house of Odysseus was mighty, yet intimate; by the tree in her bedroom, Penelope sat at her loom, weaving the celebrated garment.

At the unveiling I told April the story: With Odysseus away from home, suitors persisted in trying to win his wife’s affections. He’s dead, said some—the Trojan War killed him; he’s no good, said others—he’s not coming back. Penelope promised each suitor that she would marry him when she had finished weaving the robe on her loom, and each day she wove so that they could see her, and each night she unraveled what she had woven, so that she never finished.

In the mural, Odysseus has returned and strides his bedroom floor like a great-thighed hero; through the door behind him we see the bodies on the floors of his house—the suitors he has slain lie in their own gore. Penelope sits nearby, and she holds across her knees the robe that she has at last finished weaving; it is as blue as air, and the loom beside her is empty of yarn.

April looked at the picture for a long time, but she said not a word. Now I stood in front of it and feasted across its wide range: the horses, the dogs, a kitten playing with a leaf, a hand-maiden in an orange gown pouring shining water into a cauldron, a tray of food—Vien had painted a scene of a conquering hero standing in his own house, about to claim his woman. If I never do anything notable in my life, I shall at least say that I have had this picture released to the world’s eyes once again.

No day had more sun as that great, celebratory Sunday. My mother stood with me—still as straight as a stick—at the door to the opened dining-rooms and watched the seated banquet begin.

“So this is to be the shape of the world,” she said. Mother wore a black-and-white silk dress that day, and a great black hat with a white ribbon. People thronged to her, and she had a smile for everybody and an interested inquiry.

My dear Lady Mollie arrived—whom I had not seen in months, a fact for which she chided me.

I defended myself well; I know all her sallies—and then asked her, “But why did you not bring Mr. Ross? I should like to have met him again.”

To which she replied with an answer that I had heard about others all too frequently in the last eight years: “He died, dear.”

I said, “But I did not know? Was it Vimy? The Somme? Or—in Ireland?”

“Neither, dear. He never went to war; he didn’t need to—he was able to die with no reason.”

To which I said, “I’m afraid I have been so absorbed that I have missed much.”

This somber news made a brief black plume in the air—but it was the only such darkness.

Weeks earlier, as we’d prepared for this day, I’d asked Harney the address to which I might send Mr. Collins an invitation. He’d looked alarmed and shaken his head.

“We won’t do that,” he said.

I asked why and he told me that, given the bitterness now mounting between those who supported the Treaty with London and those who believed that it gave Ireland too little, Mr. Collins might not be safe here. Tipperary had become rife with anti-Treaty forces—the “Irregulars.”

“But we have no politics here,” I said.

“No, Charles, but the people you invite—they’ll have enough politics for everybody. That’s not a subject to mention that day.”

There came a moment when I walked away from the dancing and climbed up the highest of the terraces, from where, a few hundred yards distant, I turned and looked back. It looked like a gala from history. The dancers had not confined themselves to the Ballroom; they had, as we intended, whirled out onto the paving-stones outside the Ballroom doors, and as they flew and spun to the music, the bystanders applauded them. Everywhere seemed full of good humor. By the liquor tables, people stood three and four deep, and people of all stripes talked to one another; this was a day of the greatest gaiety.

In the midst of the dancers, I saw April. She danced with Harney and they danced excellently together, and I saw her throw her head back and laugh, and then reach in and embrace Harney, and then laugh again and then dance on, and I remembered Mr. Yeats’s wonderful poem, that he conceived here—“And he saw young men and young girls / Who danced on a level place.”

I shall write and tell him, I reflected, of April’s “sad and gay face.”

At three o’clock in the morning we still kept torches burning on the avenue. The Paglalonis, the Marchettis, the Lemms—they had stayed together at dinner, and as darkness fell, they came to me almost as a group, and each one said that they wept to think that the work had ended, and each one told me that never would they work on such a rewarding enterprise again, and each one brought me gifts, and I had not the words to thank them.

The Marchettis gave me a marble carving—and rendered me speechless when they told me its provenance: “The Signora’s hands.”

“The Signora?”

“Yes,” they said, “the Signora Somaaar-veel.”

Had they asked April to sit for them while they took casts of her hands? It appeared so, and the carving was a perfect replica. Gianfranco Paglaloni gave me a little stucco medallion of a horse—a replica that the brothers had constructed of the first piece of decorative plaster ever placed on the castle walls. Serge and Claudette Lemm gave me a charcoal drawing they had made of the mural’s Odysseus: “For Monsieur Charles O’Brien—who knows of these things.”

When everybody had left, and the last of our workers had gone to bed, and no sound could be heard anywhere, the first lemon stripes of dawn began to spear the eastern sky toward Cashel. I leaned against the door and looked out into the gloaming—full darkness seems never to fall on an Irish summer night. Another line by Mr. Yeats came to mind: “ ‘What then?’ sang Plato’s ghost. ‘What then?’ ”
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MONDAY, THE 21ST OF AUGUST 1922.

Why must Life so mix us up? I have great joy in my heart today at my dear son’s triumph, and great sorrow—that I can never speak—at my beloved Bernard’s despondency. Dare I say it to him? No. Then we shall have to address it between ourselves, and we are too old. Bernard sits by the fire all day. I know that he broods on the great wrong he has done.

Now it hurts him so. He could not share his son’s triumph yesterday. He could not witness how our neighbors hail his son. He knows that some people who went to the castle banquet are aware of his dreadful truth.

Many times, I feel he wishes to tell me what he has done. I fervently hope he does not. For if he does, I shall have to cease speaking to him forever.

And does he not worry that Charles knows? And if Charles does not know, why does he not know?

Oh, I wish I had not written these words here. They despoil the memory of the great day that we had yesterday. Charles tells me that he and he alone chose the yellow that is painted on the walls of the Great Hall—and the raspberry on the Gallery’s ceiling. He knows colors better than I do. I am so proud of him.
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From Joe Harney’s oral reminiscences:
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It was three days, I remember, three days after the banquet in Tipperary Castle when I heard the news. What’s that machine they ride at carnivals, what do they call it—a roller-coaster? Yes, that’s it. There were still people cleaning up and putting the dining-rooms back together after that great party. In the village they were saying that there’ll never be another as good—there couldn’t be.

I was sitting in the sunshine outside the Ballroom when I heard it. What could I do but weep? I put my hands over my face and I just wept. In floods. That awful feeling we get in our chests—I can still feel it now, all these years afterward. Oh, God! When I thought of the times I had been with him, and how I looked up to him.

It was Charles who told me. A workman rode up from the village in a bad state. Charles didn’t believe him—and then he did believe him. Just as Charles told me, April arrived and found the two of us in tears.

“Mr. Collins is dead,” said Charles, and she sat straight down.

None of us said much to each other. She asked one question: “Does that mean our protection has gone?”

Who could answer her? I know that she wanted me to reassure her, but I was out of it by then; I was never going to make war on my fellow-Irishmen.

April nodded as if she understood why we didn’t answer, and then she left us alone. When our grief thawed a little, Charles and I talked. We talked for ages—about the first time Charles met Mick Collins, about the clarity of his vision, about how tough he was, about the mistakes he had been making by killing too many of his own countrymen in this new conflagration.

“Did he really protect this place?” Charles asked me.

“Didn’t you know he would? You let his Volunteers hide in the cellars.” Charles often played the innocent—and I often stopped him from doing it. “And he liked you a lot. That’s why he wrestled with you that first day. He only did that with men who impressed him. I always thought it was childish.”

“But—April’s right, those days are over, aren’t they?” said Charles. “There are houses being burned again.”

“Left, right, and center,” I remember saying. I thought to burn down these lovely old houses was barbaric and stupid, and they were burning nearly one a night.

Charles sat there, and he said something like, “Well, they tried before.” And he must have caught some look or shadow or something crossing my face—he was as quick as a fish when he wanted to be. He pressed me, and I tried to avoid it.

“That first fire—what was it? What caused it?”

I tried to avoid it, and he pressed me again.

“Harney, what are friends for?”

Well, he found out now. Very slowly and very carefully, I told him that the previous attempt to burn down Tipperary Castle had nothing to do with patriotism or anti-British sentiment or anything like that. It was the result of a conspiracy.

A bunch of local landowners whose properties all adjoined the castle decided they wanted the estate broken up. Then each of them could get some of the land. Charles’s father, Bernard O’Brien, was one of them. When the Burkes, April and her father, came into the picture, these men saw the danger to their interests. Without ever telling Bernard, a bunch of them hired thugs to frighten off April, and everyone that had anything to do with her. That’s how Charles got beaten up in Limerick—he’d told me all about it. And that’s how he got shot, and how I met him.

In fairness to Bernard, he nearly lost his reason when he heard it. Who wouldn’t? His son shot and nearly killed? But, mind you, he didn’t call off the arson efforts, and he was the one who told the thugs that Charles was away Easter Week. That was when they set the fire in the castle.

Charles asked me about that too, and I told him—to soften the blow—that they had also threatened Mrs. O’Brien. I mean—these fellows followed Charles across the countryside here, and attacked him. They warned people off talking to him; people would go in and shut their doors if they saw Charles coming.

When he saw all this happening, Charles thought—and I did too when he told me—that someone had a grudge against him, that a cure had gone wrong or something. Sure, didn’t we spend many weeks visiting people where he thought there might be an old enmity? There was no such thing—there were no old enmities. Unless you count his father.

So—I told him all this. I’d only found it out a few months before, from one of the Volunteers, whose uncle was one of the fellows they hired—a bad pill of a fellow called Donoghue, with a finger missing. He used to mooch around the castle, trying to see what he could steal.

What a grim morning that was. Our leader dead, shot on a roadside in his native County Cork, and shot by fellow-Irishmen, his former comrades. My friend here in front of me, white in the face at the thought of his father’s treachery—the father whom he always talked about so warmly. And the threat hanging over us that all our work might be burned down any day or night now.

I could nearly see Charles’s mind working. “I’m going to think,” said he. A few days later he said to me, “Regarding that matter—I’ve decided.” He told me that he was going to forgive his father—that he had already forgiven him. But he was never going to mention it at Ardobreen.

“He knows what he’s done, Harney. That’s why he hasn’t been able to look me in the face for many years—that’s why he was never there when I went over to visit Mother.”

Then he made a joke of it. “Anyway,” said he, “after Sunday night’s party nobody will boycott me.”
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It seems a preposterous tale. Would a father endanger his own son? Bernard O’Brien hadn’t signed up for harming Charles. Nevertheless, I felt disinclined to believe the story when I first read it. But it kept nagging at me. It had an uncomfortable ring of truth.

So I included it in my “Items to Research”—this was before I had been given Charles’s mother’s journal. And then I found a paper in the Tipperary Historical Journal, by a Trinity College lecturer in history, Joachim Ryan, who specializes in eighteenth and nineteenth-century Irish land disputes.

Dr. Ryan described the existence of numerous such cartels as the Tipperary one, and he explained their motives as “partly shrewd practice, partly emotional.”

“These farmers,” he wrote, “had struggled through generations to keep the farms that they tenanted, had perhaps taken them into ownership though the indulgence of a benign landlord, and then sought to own more land in order to strengthen and secure their income. They had seen the political winds blow, and knew that land might be acquired through a variety of means: via a direct landlord-to-tenant sale, via a Wyndham Act sale—when they would have been negotiating with the government—or via a default sale, where fallow land that seemed to have no promise of being farmed, for legal reasons, might one day be purchased upon application to the government.”

That’s simple enough. Once the Tipperary cartel saw the Burke interest waxing, their only hope was to frighten people off. It didn’t work. Charles survived and went on to his triumph. What a shield innocence can be.

But it still seems barely credible that neither Charles nor his mother would raise the matter with Bernard. Perhaps age really did count. Amelia wouldn’t have wanted to end her days in acrimony. And Charles would never have brought that kind of turmoil into his family.

Therefore, Bernard got away with it. I wonder if Euclid knew—he seems to have missed little of what went on.

After the party, and the shooting of Michael Collins, Charles writes only one more entry. It’s dramatic, and it closes the book, so to speak, in terms of his “History,” and its brief last sentence brings to an end over twenty years of agony. Harney described the same event, again differing in some significant ways from Charles—but it was by no means the end of Harney’s involvement with Charles. The date relating to the entry is not specified, but my own further discoveries put it at Monday, 4 December 1922.
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On the night before beloved Euclid died, I had a dream which I cannot now fully recall; I know that it had a tipped-up cart, and a mountain of cow-manure by the doors of the sheds. Unlike many people, I set no store by dreams; to me they are wanderings of the mind that occur because the body is at rest. That dream also came to me the night before I was shot, when Maudie, my young mare, died beneath me on that wet and cold road.

Not long ago, the dream came back—a tipped-up cart in a yard with whitewashed walls by cowsheds. This must be a yard that I know, yet I cannot place it in my memory. It did not distress me, yet I noted that, as I say, it had appeared in the past when matters of moment came by. I wondered, but in a mild way, what might now threaten.

Next evening, I had my answer. It had been a curious day; we’d had unseasonal snow. I have rarely seen snow; forty miles away, our coast is washed by the temperate waters of the Gulf Stream as it climbs up the Earth from the Gulf of Mexico. But on this day we had a snowfall about two inches high, and we piled wood high upon the fire in the Great Hall.

Then we stood at the doorway—and returned many times—looking out at this wonder. When I refer to “we,” I mean April, Harney, myself, and any number of people who came and went; we had a Miss Richardson and a Miss Hayes, seamstresses from Limerick, who had come to stay in the castle while they sewed vast masses of cloth to April’s directives, for further draping the high windows.

At about half past nine, when April, Harney, and I had dined, I remarked upon the rising moon and, in order the better to view it, we strolled to the door. By standing just inside we could keep the heat of the Great Hall upon our backs, and the doorway had comfortable room for three people standing abreast. My shoulders almost touched Harney’s (April stood on his other side), and I felt something curious in the air between him and me. It was almost as though he bristled, as a dog does when a fox or a foe is put up. Just as I was about to ask him, I heard the noise, and I heard Harney suck in his breath.

Down at the road, a vehicle of some kind turned into the avenue; we saw the big yellow eyes of its lamps sweep across the fields of snow. From Harney came a kind of grunt, and he moved as though to quit the doorway—but I halted him and questioned him by raising an eyebrow.

“Gun,” he murmured.

I shook my head—and shook it again for emphasis. He looked into my face.

“Never again in here,” I said.

“But—our protection?”

“Joseph, we’ll protect ourselves.”

Patient as a maid, the truck came unhurriedly up the avenue and soon arrived into the gravel square before the front door. News or feelings of some primitive kind had spread, and soon the Great Hall behind us had filled with people—from the kitchens, down the Grand Staircase (our two seamstresses), and from all corners of the house. They jostled for position inside the windows, and behind us at the door.

Out of the truck, eight men stepped down into the moonlit snow. Most carried guns; two, who came last, reached back into the body of the lorry and fetched great cans, filled, I presumed, with petrol or kerosene or some kind of flammable liquid. The men moved slowly, as though they had all the time in the world; each wore the “uniform” that I had seen so often in our cellars—the day-to-day clothes, the cap, the diagonal bandolier across the chest.

The pair with the cans of liquid knelt in the snow; from their greatcoat pockets they took wads of rags and began to lay them out in neat lines. One went back to the lorry and returned with, strangely, two pairs of crude fireside tongs. I heard Harney swear beside me; I saw April look at them as though mesmerized; I saw the cooks and the maids stare with horror, their round eyes dark with fear. One of the men beside the lorry spoke an order of some kind; the kneeling pair poured the liquid on two rags and lit them; they flared on the snow, and the arsonists picked them up on the tongs, one each, and held them out. The flares illuminated every face of those gunmen, and threw the shadows of giants on the castle walls.

At another order, a young man stepped forward, ahead of the flaming rags, and aimed his rifle at us where we stood in the doorway. Now the leader came toward us, and I heard Harney mutter a name that meant nothing to me—obviously he knew the man, perhaps a former comrade-in-arms.

“Get everybody out,” the leader called.

Nobody moved.

“Once more—get everybody out.” He did not seem agitated; he did not seem afraid or nervous.

We stood still, and at an order the young man with the rifle fired. I do not know what strategy they had prepared—perhaps he meant not to kill or wound any human. The bullet hit the arch above the door; I saw the chip of stone fly down in front of my eyes. My thoughts—how we seek refuge—went to Mr. Higgins, his beautiful cutting and polishing, and his words if he saw this bullet-hole.

Nobody moved—at least nobody that the raiding party could see; but inside the Great Hall, girls scurried and squealed in terror; how I felt for them. The leader stepped forward some more paces, and the men with the flaring tongs kept level with him; now they stood no more than ten yards from the door, and we could see their eyes in the dancing flames. Behind them, the moon stood low over the snowy fields.

“For the last time,” called the leader. “Everybody leave this building.”

We did not move—not Harney, not April, not I. The rifleman pulled back his bolt, the metallic sound clacking in the bosom of the castle’s echoing walls. His leader spoke an order, and the rifleman lowered his barrel some feet. He sighted the gun even more carefully than the first time and squeezed the trigger. I closed my eyes. Beside me, the wall chipped as though a powerful wasp bit at it and moved on. Something fell to the floor behind me, inside the hallway, and I looked back; there sat the slug of the bullet, death’s little black nose.

In the Great Hall, panic was breaking out, and yet we three, who had put this place back together after the ravages of time and enmity—we stood in the doorway, three figures of loving solidarity. I think we must each have sensed at that moment how much we had come through in a short time.

As the boy prepared his gun to fire again, the three of us left the front door, and calmly, in no hurry at all, we walked side by side to stand directly in front of the boy with the rifle.

As he could not now fire at anything—except the sky—without hitting us point-blank, he did not know what to do and glanced across at his leader for direction. The men with the burning torches also grew uncertain; their flames seemed less robust than before. Their leader wore a disbelieving look—and I think it had less to do with this flouting of his authority than with genuine surprise that three people could be so foolhardy as to walk unarmed at a squad of men carrying and aiming guns.

Nobody moved, and nobody spoke. One man accidentally dropped the flare from the jaws of his tongs. As he bent to pick it up, I heard April snap at him, “Do not touch it.” The cool and educated English voice cut through the air—and I glanced again at the moon, which was brilliant and large.

Their leader stepped some feet toward where we stood — but he did not come near us; his men, whom we now faced no more than two or three yards away, did not know where to look. The second flare-carrier dropped his flames, and they fizzled out in the snow, leaving a black mark like a sin.
April broke our ranks, walked to the leader, and confronted him.

“Stephen Meehan, how dare you? How dare you come here?”

I felt Harney flinch. Meehan reached for his handgun; how had she known his name?

“Put that gun away—or are you shooting women these days as well as children?”

Harney beside me murmured, “No, stop, April, stop.”

Meehan stepped back and screamed an order—in Gaelic. But nobody moved. Again he reached down to his belt, and this time he pulled out the gun.

“Put that back,” April said in a voice so clear it could be heard on the mountainside. She turned away from Meehan and addressed the men who had not obeyed Meehan’s orders.

“Listen! If you put this place to the torch—you are burning your own property. This estate has been handed over to the new Irish state—for the new Irish people to enjoy. It was built by the Irish. And it was managed by the Irish. And it was repaired and restored by the Irish. Is that the respect you have for your countrymen?”

She turned again to Meehan and pointed an arm to the heights of the castle.

“Your great-grandfather was the mason who built that turret.” And now she turned again to the men, standing transfixed in the snow. “If any of you—any one of you—if you come from near here, then you are probably here because this place kept your forebears alive. Gave them work. And will give you work—and your children. This estate is the largest employer in the county. Barbarians wouldn’t behave the way you’re proposing to do. What has this to do with the Treaty, you savages?”

She turned on her heel, walked back to the castle, went in through the doorway, and was swallowed by the yellow light of the lamps in the Great Hall. Meehan, revolver in hand, half-made a step to follow her, then changed his mind and walked away. The men with the guns sloped toward the lorry, changed their minds, and walked down toward the mouth of the avenue, where it disappears into the trees—and their young marksman ran to catch up with them. Both of the torch-bearers climbed into the front of the lorry; one started the engine, and they drove away.

This left Stephen Meehan, and Harney muttered, “We’ll not take our eyes off this fellow.”

Meehan looked wild; the light caught his eyes’ whites, and he stared at us in a fixed way. He began to wag the gun as though it were accompanying some remarks that he was about to make. Then, walking backward, looking at us all the time, he stepped a wide circle away from us and ran after the truck. The driver had stopped, obviously to wait for Meehan; Harney turned to the castle and made for the door at a trot. I, not knowing why, waited—and watched.

Under the moon I could have read a book that night; the reflection of the snows made it brighter. Meehan climbed into the back of the truck— but still it stayed, ready to enter the trees that overhang those reaches at the top of the avenue. I could see the men inside the truck—they sat like soldiers along each side; I could count them; I could see where Meehan sat, nearest the rear. But directly across from him there must have been a vacant seat—it wanted one more figure. As I watched, a man came out of the little beech grove, in what we called the Front Field, that leads down to the main road. He carried a gun, and even though he stumbled in the snow, I would recognize his walk anywhere. He saw me, and I am pleased to say that I believe he looked sheepish as he climbed into the lorry, and hammered the butt of his gun upon the floor as a signal to drive away.

When I went into the castle, I found a great pandemonium. People cried for joy and relief, and the talk had soared to a wild babble as those who had not overheard the moonlit exchanges sought the fullest version. Harney climbed a few steps of the Grand Staircase and asked for attention; then he told them what had happened.

Soon, everybody had dispersed. I told Harney whom I had seen climb into the lorry; he expressed dismay—and disgust. He asked what I had thought of “April’s brilliant ruse,” but I laughed and did not make a committed answer. Then I claimed April’s attention.

“Find your coat,” I said. “Come with me.”

We walked together out into the night; Harney looked at me with astounded interest as we went—he always sensed things.

In the general scheme of gardens and lands, I had made sure that the proud spur of ground which gave the best view had been preserved, and it was a tolerable distance to walk. I had sat there often in the old days, on Della; it was the point from which April and I had surveyed Tipperary Castle on her first visit, in October 1904.

Now we climbed the slope, and when we reached the vantage point, I turned to look back; she turned with me. We both saw the same sight: a magnificent building, all parapets and battlements, with its windows aglow, and smooth smoke climbing from its chimneys; and we both knew the same thing—that love of humanity had made it so.

For perhaps five full minutes, each of us drank it in; neither said a word; we stood some feet apart, untouching. I broke the silence—with the words that I had written down, and memorized, more than twenty-two years earlier, and that I had spoken to myself in my own head every day of my life since then.

“I believe, as I have always done since we first met, that you and I should marry.”

April said, “Of course we shall.”

We walked back to the house in silence, and still untouching—except, I think, in our spirits. As I went in the doorway, I turned back and I looked at the great and inspiring moon with more delight in my spirit than I have ever known.

And now, I believe that I may consider this History complete. It is no more—but also no less—than the chronicle of a faithful and sometimes foolish man. I am aware that I have not done outstanding service to the art of the historian, but I have tried to render a fair likeness of my country as I have seen it.

In my own defense, should any reader find me wanting, I may only reiterate the need for care when Ireland and her story are considered: “Be careful,” I have cautioned. And in my own praise—and you will know by now, whoever you are, that I am neither modest nor immodest—I simply say that I have done something many men do not. I wed the woman I loved.
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Harney’s account of that night runs to several pages. He tells the same story Charles did. And he adds much speculation as to the talk in the anti-treaty camp the next day about the failed mission.

From him we learn two facts. First, Stephen Meehan was shot dead a week or so later. He ran crazy with a gun, and his own men downed him. Second, and in many ways more interesting, Dermot Noonan quit the civil war that week.

Why? Harney speculates that “April’s ruse” made him think again. Noonan knew that things would have to settle down; the civil war couldn’t last forever. And if it became known that he’d tried to destroy— for no good reason—a treasure newly donated to the Irish people, his political future would carry at least a blemish, perhaps a blight. Especially given his personal history with the castle.

I was more concerned to see where Harney’s account didn’t match Charles’s version. By now, I had a fair idea of the kind of difference I might find—and there were five in all.

First, the young gunman might not have been aiming at the door jamb with his second shot. Harney says that Charles had called out to him, “Why don’t you shoot me, you brave fellow?” And he put his hands on his hips, and stepped forward to make himself a bigger target. As a consequence, the bullet missed—but we shall never know whether the miss was deliberate or the result of intimidation.

Next, the trio did not march out from the door in step with one another. Charles went out first; he stepped in front of Harney and April and marched straight at the gun barrel. The others followed, and Harney is honest enough to say that they did so only when they saw that Charles had closed off their possibility of being shot, and they’d observed that the men at the back hadn’t primed and aimed.

Third, the flares did not drop from the tongs. Charles kicked them aside and stood menacingly over the two arsonists. That was why Meehan came prancing forward with his half-drawn gun.

Fourth, Charles grabbed Meehan by the arm and dragged him in front of April, where she delivered her speech—the words that clinched the evening.

And fifth—Harney also saw Noonan, and he started down the slope toward the truck to intercept him. Charles shouted to Harney to “go back” and Harney stopped—because he saw Charles “striding down like fury.”

Harney moved again, though, and he arrived in time to hear Charles say to Noonan, “Never—never, ever—interfere in my life again.” According to Harney, Noonan scrambled up onto the truck—“and he looked a bit whipped.”

Finally, this is how Harney saw the later event of the evening:

“I was talking to Paddy Furlong, the butler, and I saw April coming down the stairs with her coat on. Charles was standing inside the front door in his greatcoat; he looked like a noble statue. They left the house together. I went to the window and I watched them, and they walked to a favorite spot of Charles’s—on the crest just above the beginning of the Long Terrace, where the castle land is at its highest. Whenever Charles wanted to think, or to survey something—that’s where he went.

“When they got there, they turned around to look at the house. I never took my eyes off them—I was inside the window, and they couldn’t really see that I was watching. They never spoke that I could see or hear, they never touched nor nothing; they weren’t even standing close together.

“After a long while, they started walking back down to us, exactly the same as the way they went up. But there was something different about them—something was after changing.”
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Thursday, the 14th of December 1922.



My dearest Kitty,

A note to tell you that I shall be away (in London) from tonight until Tuesday. I believe that you may guess what a good life now faces me—at last.



Yours affectionately,

April.
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Needless to remark, the story of Charles O’Brien’s life didn’t end with April’s short, excited letter to Katherine Moore. The wedding took place in a Westminster registry office—the governmental formalities separating Ireland from England hadn’t yet extended to the recording of births, marriages, and deaths. No doubt April saw to it that all their papers were in order; that was what she was like.

He is described in the register as “Charles O’Brien, Gentleman, of Ardobreen, Golden, Cashel, County Tipperary, Ireland,” and she as “April Somerville, Widow, of Tipperary Castle, Tipperary, Ireland.”

When I first read Charles’s final entry I was left feeling high and dry. What happened next? How long did they live? What became of them? Did they truly donate the castle and the estate to the new nation—or was that statement of April’s no more than, as Harney called it, a “ruse” to stop the Irregulars from torching the place?

This “History” had hit me with three body blows. First there was the inexplicable emotional connection I felt to Charles, who seemed to be saying—and in my words—what I had been feeling about myself for most of my life. I’m not claiming that I felt that we were alike; he was big and dashing, I am small and withdrawn. But I nonetheless felt a warmth of connection to him. Inexplicable, I said to myself, but there we are; these things happen.

Then I discovered his connection to my mother through, initially, her photograph of Eamon de Valera at Boland’s Mill and then her help to Charles during the week after the Rising.

Finally came the DNA reports—meaning that, although a great deal had been resolved in the story of his life, Charles O’Brien and his “History” had pitched me into turmoil. And even though I had set myself methodically upon a course of “research,” I was no nearer to solving my own mysteries.

Of which I had two: one minor but intriguing and one major and crucial. I still had ahead of me the task of clearing up the path of life taken by the first April Burke. And because of her, I had to find out who I was.
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In a little West Tipperary church called Kilfeakle I found the original marriage record. It was bland and blurred: “Terence Burke, Gentleman, of Tipperary Estate to Margaret Collins of Gurtymore, Parteen, Limerick.” The date in 1850 is either (ink had run) 22 or 23 May. No Collins family, or trace of one, could I find in Parteen, but I did find Margaret Collins’s birth certificate; she was born at Castleconnell (not far from Parteen) in 1828. (The newspaper reports of her death said 1831: had she—typical actress—lied about her age?)

My reasoning now ran as follows: calculate her age backward from her suicide. If she was already an actress in 1850, she must have begun her stage career earlier than the age of twenty-two. And I couldn’t find the name Collins with any relevance in the places associated with her birth and marriage records.

Which probably meant that she had not come from a good family. So by the time she met Terence Burke she could have been a “working girl” for some years.

A miserable life—a whore’s, back then. And it still is, I suppose (we don’t have that many in this county, at least not that I know of). I assumed that she wanted to get off the streets, so she changed her name to April—more exotic—and became an actress (which didn’t mean that she didn’t still ply her street trade). And then I went looking for proof of my assumptions.

I found a newspaper notice of November 1848 telling of “Mr. FitzGibbon’s Celebrated West End Troupe” bringing its “Celebrated Repertoire” to Cashel. In the middle of the bill sat the name “April Collins—as lovely as Portia as she is tragically Juliet.”

Hah! Oscar Wilde said that for “many months” after first seeing her, Terence Burke had pursued the beautiful actress. Now I had more or less nailed the meeting; Burke saw her, almost certainly, in Cashel, with Mr. FitzGibbon.

Other than the record of the subsequent marriage, I found no further information about her—until February 1855, when she crops up as “Mrs. April Burke” topping the bill in “A Theatrical Cornucopia” at the Arcadia Hall, Dublin. Her fortunes, it seemed, had improved. This newspaper report described her life during the run of the play:



Mrs. Burke travels with a maid and a laundress; they stay in rooms on Ushers Island, with a view to the river and the green fields beyond. If too fatigued after a performance, she will not trouble to dine abroad; she will have food brought to her rooms and cooked there. She has marked preferences for guinea-fowl; pheasant is the only game she will eat; her meal often begins with a smattering of caviare. Sometimes she is visited by her husband, Mr. Terence Burke, the esteemed Tipperary landowner.



This was a rich lifestyle, and it was obviously supported and encouraged by her adoring husband. Time was running out, however. Soon the actress must return and keep her side of the bargain—breed children to ensure the succession at Tipperary. The trail, as they say, went cold. All I had to go on from here onward was Oscar’s story.

But, since I was checking everything, I thought I’d better ascertain what I could. By a (not very big) miracle, I found Terence Burke’s death certificate. Actually, what I found was the informal version, scribbled in the doctor’s records. He was a Dr. Hennessy, and I met his fourth-generation descendant, who lives and still practices in the same house— the “Dispensary”—in Kilross, not far from Tipperary Castle.

Country doctors in the old days threw away nothing. They kept sheds full of old records that they perhaps hoped to get around to sorting one day. In there I found the certification of Terence Burke’s death, and I found something else—the inscription “M/Y present?” Hmm.

“What,” I asked today’s Dr. Hennessy, “could that mean?”

After some thought and taking down of books, he said, “Possibly mercury.”

“Isn’t mercury poisonous? Was this suicide?” I had already found so much of it.

Dr. Hennessy said, “More likely he was using it for venereal disease. It was an old cure.”

Now what did I have in my hand of cards? Here are some of the speculations I made about this woman—from whom, modern science had told me, I was descended.

When she met Terence Burke and married him, her life improved, and she no longer had any need to work the shady side of the street. But her past caught up with her, transmitted itself to him, and, unable to bear it, she fled. As a Victorian fallen woman, she would have seen the abandonment of her child and her life as atonement.

Or did a friend or family member know that she had walked a loose path? And was that person blackmailing her for money—and her only solution was to flee? I wouldn’t have cared too much about any of this part of Charles O’Brien’s life had it not been for the wretched DNA. There are times when science tells us too much.

When I drove away from Dr. Hennessy’s, I went back to the church where April Burke the First had married. There was something I wanted to check on the register. Could I have got it right?

Suddenly, the story opened up, and I felt that I had found out everything I needed to know about April Burke the First. The path of research became a road to an answer—and a feeling of remarkable satisfaction, when I heard the pieces click into place.

In 1861, the “Prince’s Theatre” in Bristol opened its doors, launched by a member of the famed MacCready acting family. The boy Terence Burke was four years old and living thirty miles away, with his mother in the Brook House. With them lived the lady whom Charles met with Terence Theobald Burke, the younger April’s father.

The lady was not “Miss” Gambon—she was “Mrs.” Gambon, née Collins. Her name appears as a witness to the wedding at Kilfeakle church. Charles could easily have mistaken her name as pronounced “Miz Gambon” in the burr of the West Country. She had married a man called Gambon, who—according to Somerset records—died in 1860. If her sister went to live with her—and what would have been more natural if the boy was there?—an actress would at least have brought in an income. And now, of course, the actress was a respectable widow.

So here’s the scenario. April Burke’s husband dies. The actress goes back to work at the Prince’s Theatre—which had a touring company. She works there for some years, builds an excellent reputation—and meets Oscar Wilde in Dublin.

Her son is growing up in Somerset, cared for by his aunt when the mother is touring. They never speak to the boy about his father. The guilt is enormous. And so is the fear that someone, somewhere, knows the nasty secret of the father’s ailment, which they think may have killed him.

Now think of the date when the actress jumped to her death: 1878, the year in which the boy reached his majority. Did Miz Gambon blackmail her sister? Who was the inheritor of Tipperary? I felt the solution roll out in front of me. If the boy tried to get his inheritance, the aunt would have told all. But if he signed it over to his aunt—then she would take on the property or, more likely, sell it, now that land matters in Ireland were easing.

Here’s the clincher. In September 1904, as we know from the court records, an application was made by a Bristol solicitor on behalf of persons unknown. In the details lay a little barb—“for the purposes of dismissal only.” The doubtful origins of Terence Burke’s mother, April’s grandmother, were alluded to just sufficiently to discourage a gentleman from opening that can of worms.

Next, in late September, 1904, a freak influenza swept through the West Country of England. It took scores of lives—including that of Miz Gambon. April and her father went down for the funeral—probably, as they do around here in rifting families, to make sure that when they put her in the ground, she stayed there. At which point April and her father felt free to open the inheritance claim.

So far, so good—mere speculation; but, to leap forward somewhat, here is part of something written by April to Charles in the spring of 1923:



My father, as you may have divined, was at heart a timid man. He had been raised a timid boy, and chose to have little society outside the home in which he grew up; and he played with one or two local boys. When he came to London, he intended to pursue a similar pathway, and his marriage to my mother gave him some protection in this intent. 

However, when she died so tragically, he withdrew even further than he had intended. We saw nobody, we visited not at all; to meet anybody outside my school or our immediate neighbors became so unusual as to be remarkable. 

Imagine, then, how strange I found it to be confronted in our own drawing-room at Alexander Street by a most unpleasant woman. That is how I found out where Papa had grown up. He had always said “the West Country” in response to my many childish inquiries. Now I found the name of the house and the name of the place. 

More rewarding still, I found that my quiet, dear papa had a spine. This visitor kept browbeating him—I could hear them from my room, to which I had been sent—and he kept resisting. He refused to sign something that she wanted. That was when I first heard the name of “Tipperary Estate,” and I was ten years old. 

This is the lady that you and Papa met in June 1904, and whose death a few months later released us to pursue my father’s birthright. 
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One mystery was solved. The greater one faced me. If I was descended genetically from April Burke the First, what was her connection to my own mother? Or to me? I felt bucked up at my detective work—which is no more than the use of reason to dispel the irrelevant and inaccurate, and zoom in on the core.

Over and over, the words of Mr. Lisney kept at me: “the dead spit and image.” I went out and bought a good magnifying glass.

My mother, Margery Coleman, got very sharp results with her camera. On the day of the Tipperary Castle banquet, she took pictures mostly of the inanimate—the stonework, a general vista, the bridge, a long view of the dancing, the swans on the lake. But when I looked through the magnifying glass at the one and only crowd picture she took, the faces were like characters on those medieval tapestries. Their noses even looked as big as those on Bayeux’s great embroideries.

No sign of Charles—but April was there; she wore a dress with wide vertical stripes. She stood at the outer edge of the photograph, her arms around a man. I knew it could not be Charles; in no way did it resemble his description of himself. That was when I wrote to Marian Harney, and that is when the long, final unfolding of this story began. She wrote back immediately and asked me to come and stay in her house for a weekend.

[image: image]

Within eighteen months of that weekend in Dublin, I sold my house. I changed my life. My existence improved in ways that I could never have imagined. I ascended to, and stayed upon, a plateau where my view of life was sunnier. Although I had always kept it to myself, I had still grieved every day from my losses. No more, now.

Marian Harney lives in Monkstown, in the southern suburbs of Dublin, in a house that she inherited from her father. From the outside, it appears to be as small as a cottage. Inside, it has many large, pretty rooms, where the sun pours in. Built in 1865, it’s a classically Victorian town villa, with two floors of levels below the front door, and a long garden, which she keeps superbly.

I arrived on a Friday afternoon. She’d told me where the key was, so I let myself in and waited in the garden. She came home at about six o’clock, poured drinks, and said, “Where do you want to begin?”

I told her “the story so far,” and she listened with great attention; we were sitting at a wooden table. When I had finished she rose, said something like “Back in a minute,” and she reappeared, lugging a suitcase. It was a particularly beautiful piece of luggage, solid leather, with reinforced corners; I guessed (accurately) that it had been made in the 1920s.

Memory uses strange devices. I remember the most significant moments of my life in two ways—either by what I was wearing or the weather at that time. When President Kennedy was shot, I was wearing a tweed overcoat and had been back at school to give two boys extra tuition—it was seven o’clock in the evening, Irish time. For this suitcase, I recall the weather—as balmy an early summer evening as I have ever known. In the distance, I heard a seagull’s cry over the nearby sea.

We lifted the suitcase onto the table. As she thumbed back the round brass clasps, Marian said, “I have to warn you: some of this might distress you. But I think you should read everything that’s in here.”

She threw back the lid, this librarian, this woman whose life was spent managing repositories of knowledge. Inside stood rows and rows of packages, neatly held in rubber bands and with a card bearing the month and year in the front of each package. There were some other packages too: “Receipts” and “Doctor” and “Plantings.”

Marian took out the first package, and before she handed it to me, she said, “When Charles O’Brien and April Burke came back to Tipperary as man and wife, they entered upon an agreement. They decided to write to each other, if at all possible, every alternating day of their lives—that is, he’d write one day, and she’d reply the next. It seems to have been her idea.

“And when they started it, they liked it so much that they didn’t confine themselves to one letter a day. They often wrote five, six, seven letters, most of them short notes, with the occasional longer expression of affection or the clearing up of a memory or something. Here’s the first package.”

I opened at random.
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Christmas Eve 1922

A long time ago, I said to you that I wanted to call you “O’Brien.” But I couldn’t keep up the intimacy—you were too forbidding, too distant from me. If we do what we talked about on the boat, viz., write to each other every day, then you shall be “O’Brien” and you may use any name you like to address me.

Oh, O’Brien—I have so much I want to tell you. 

By the by, the lower bolt on the first loose box on the right as you enter the stable-yard has come away from the wood of the door. 
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I read the letter again, and I realized that Marian was watching my face.

“Have you read these?” I said.

“Every one of them.”

I observed that April “doesn’t quite stay on the point.”

“All her letters are like that. Here’s his reply.”

Again, I read, and I found myself thrilling to the familiarity of the handwriting.



Christmas Day 1922

 How well you have observed me in that I like being given “tasks.” I will attend to the stable-door bolt this morning. And I have given myself other tasks. To watch over you. To try and be aware of what you need before you need it. To let you weep out all that shame and unsafety. To make sure your roof is ever safe and your walls are ever sound, so to speak. 

And today, yet again, I shall have the pleasure of your company. All day. And then all night. 
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The same loops in the letters; the same brown ink; the same excellent writing paper; I turned the note over in my hand and held it to the light.

“This,” I said, “is the man I know. She, however, is a revelation.”

 “They both are,” said Marian.

 I said, “What do you think of them?”

Amazingly, her eyes filled with instant tears. She shook her head and laughed. “

I’m not telling you. Ask me again when you’ve read everything in the suitcase.”

 I said, “What else is in there?”

“You’ll find out soon enough.”

 “You’re teasing me.”

 “No, I didn’t mean to. What I’m saying is—well, there’s Charles’s mother’s journal. AmeliaO’ Brien—that’s very revealing. She doesn’t write about him very often, but when she does it’s always worthwhile. And her entries about the running of her house—I found those more interesting than perhaps you will. You’ll love her—she was a terrific woman.”

“Anything else?”

She went vague. “Yes. But the best way to take in the whole experience is by reading the letters first.”

For that weekend, I did nothing but sleep, eat, and read from the suitcase. So much material—and I learned that even in the preservation of it, the differences in the two characters had been obvious. Charles had preserved all April’s letters in sequence, and in numbered boxes, filed with delicacy and respect. She had kept all his letters too, but tossed into drawstringed silken bags, of the kind in which some ladies kept their nightwear. Marian had put them together.

“Typical librarian,” I said, with admiration. “Unable to bear disorder.”

“It’s not so much not being able to bear disorder.” She thought for a moment. “It’s—it’s the fact of the disorder preventing an interesting and instructive human experience from being recorded.”

It seems possible that, one day soon, I will transcribe the letters, add a commentary, footnote them where necessary, and have them published. They may well amount to more than one volume. For now, I include here a selection, based on nothing more demanding than relevance and my own taste.
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Tuesday, the 16th of January 1923

Please do not go out in the motor-car without your warmest coat. Gloves are not enough. I heard you coughing this morning; I have left a tincture of mint and eucalyptus in the kitchen. Helen knows where it is, and she will heat it for you to inhale.



Wednesday, the 17th of January 1923

Harney once told me that you, O’Brien, had “a fussy side.” 

I’m learning what he meant. And I coughed because it was morning;

I am not tubercular, or ague-ridden, or creaking.

I read again this morning from the Browning you gave me,

 I read “A Toccata of Galuppi’s.” Did you know that Papa and I went to Venice once and we saw Galuppi’s house? How can we live long enough to tell you all the things I want to tell you? 
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Saturday, the 3rd of March 1923

The moon is full and shining through the window, and I am about to go downstairs and dine with you. Remind me to write to Boyds and correct the seeds order for the kitchen garden. Shall you want to change the order of growths in the herbaceous areas? I recall you saying last year that you felt they wanted more reds, that you had indulged too much in your favored yellows.



Sunday, the 4th of March 1923 

O’Brien! Where are you? Are you walking the herbaceous borders? Did you see how shy Mr. Tracey (is this how he spells his name?) became when he saw us stand together? Veterinary Surgeons have the gentlest hearts; you should have been a Vet.



Monday, the 5th of March 1923

Beloved girl—to repeat and explain: you cannot, in my opinion, put the beehives too close to the gardens or the herbaceous borders. Bees need room.

Nor should we bring an entire litter into the house. The sow will miss them. Can you put them all back, please—except the runt, who needs nursing. And why did you get up so early this morning? I missed you when I awoke. 



Tuesday, the 6th of March 1923

 O’Brien, dearest O’Brien—you are the healer among us. Every bone in my body has rested. Whoever our Creator is—we must declare and acknowledge his cleverness. 
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Saturday, the 19th of May 1923

Beloved girl, if we suspect that this is a swine fever, we must act immediately. I cannot think that your “pink creatures,” as you call them, must be allowed to suffer, and then infect each other. Do you wish me to get a second opinion? Mr. Tracey is very sound, and will come here as often as we wish.

Last night you began to talk a little of the day we met at Mr. Wilde’s. If you can bear it, tell me more, and my heart shall be easier. That was a difficult time in my life, when I took great missteps. 

And shall we again retire early? 



Sunday, the 20th of May 1923

Perhaps I should earlier have raised the matter of Mr. Wilde. I think I have been too ashamed of my later behavior to find the courage. In those days I was frightened of everyone, and most afraid of all that my life would be disrupted so greatly that I could not care for Papa. 

Here is what I saw, followed by what I knew. Dr. Tucker— who, even though he took a wrong view of you, had many good qualities—sensing my fear of the world, told me once that most people get by when they merely watch and do not act. As I had set myself to do. In the room, I had not seen you, but I knew from Dr. Tucker’s talk that your healing matters were not going well. You were not to know that in the view of all France’s doctors (or so it seemed, to judge from those who called upon Dr. Tucker) Mr. Wilde was beyond assistance. 

I suffered grave consternation when he told the tale of my grandmother. For many years, we had lived under the shame of her courtesanship, and Papa knew of many men whose acquaintance she had made. When Mr. Wilde began to tell us of her, I thought that I must die—even though I had begged him to. If you recollect, I sat perfectly still. But when, after the funeral, you raised the question of the estate, I felt the chill of fear—for Papa, for me, that our secrets should be told. Foolish, I know, but there it was. 



Monday, the 21st of May 1923

Thank you, my love. I am helped, and the years are eased by your kind information. 

Can you make a decision soon as to how many different root crops you shall want for this year’s kitchens? Shall you want yellow (as distinct from little white) turnip? 



Tuesday, the 22nd of May 1923

Papa worried that, in his words, I had “never been a girl”—meaning that I was never wooed, nor did I dance where young men danced, nor enjoy the pleasures of pursuit. He must be happy now, wherever he is.



Wednesday, the 23rd of May 1923

If I have been the agent of your freeing from cares, I am the most pleased man on Earth.

I thought that we would lose every pig, and every sow and every litter. Mr. Tracey said as he departed, “Big heart, big care; small heart, puny care.” He was speaking of you. 
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Friday, the 29th of June 1923

Beloved April, why should you have to gather by yourself? Unless, of course, you need to—but we have maids and servant-maids who can competently take baskets and collect every petal that has blown. I am irked that the wind so blustered the roses, but I looked again this afternoon and saw that we have many tight buds yet to open themselves, so fear not for your vases. 

I never told you this: when you came to Ardobreen the first time, my room lay near yours and I could not sleep, and so I wandered in and then left in fear lest you wake and be distressed. 



Saturday, the 30th of June 1923

It is my turn to scold. Being short of breath cannot be good. Dr. Costigan will come tomorrow, and that’s an end of it. Harney agrees with me. I wish he would stay here more often, and I fear for him. Why does he not stay here? 
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Saturday, the 7th of July 1923

 My darling O’Brien, you are excused your last reply, and the reply to this. I trust Dr. Costigan as you trust Mr. Tracey—or would you prefer that the Vet became your physician? And why not? You have the heart of a lion and the hug of a bear—though about the care of yourself you are less sensible than my pink creatures. 

I think that Dr. Costigan spoke more plainly to me than to you. He believes that your body is trying to rest. I told him something of our last two or three years, and he professed amazement that you had not come down low before. 



Thursday, the 26th of July 1923

Beloved girl, where are you? I’ve searched the house for you; neither are you in Major or Minor. The day being so hot, I shall lie down and rest for some time. It’s four o’clock. 



Friday, the 27th of July 1923

If you find this in your letters box before it is time to dine, let us walk out and look at Horace. The men placed him in the nearest pastures, and I swear that they chose the prettiest cows for him. 
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When I had read as far as July 1923, I myself had to take a rest. I reeled back in heated contemplation. Notwithstanding the reticence of the times, even between husband and wife, the relationship was plain.

How often in his “History” had Charles expressed his longing for this girl? And how often had I sympathized with him? And silently agreed with those who told him that she was a losing bet?

It appears that she wasn’t. Neither of them wrote for show or for other eyes. The letters are unaffected and unpretentious, the letters of two people who, although still in the early heat of marriage, are also getting on with their lives, with all the natural worries of any couple. Some are even explicit, but their privacy should be respected.

I liked how the age difference of twenty-two years came across. He is steady, almost sober, though, as ever, desperately passionate. And she is closer to skittish, livelier, though still with an ingrained sense of responsibility.

In my respite from them, I rooted around in the suitcase, and that is how I found Amelia O’Brien’s journal. Odd, now, to read again her descriptions of April as “icy” and “conniving.”

Perhaps Amelia, impressive and likable though she was, can’t have been as wonderful at judging character as she was at running the family. After all, her own husband was for several years involved in a conspiracy that could have killed their son.

I also found an envelope in the suitcase that had sealing wax on it— and, across the sealing wax, Joe Harney’s signature. The seal had not been broken, and when I drew it to Marian’s attention, she told me that she knew “all about it.”

“Is this to be opened?” I said.

“Not until you’ve read all the letters,” she said. “And as you can guess, those are my father’s instructions, not some rule I made up.”

Laughing at this incentive, I continued reading. The mood of 1923 continued much as before, the mutual, sincere love and affection, with, in the more open expressions, strong hints at a powerful nocturnal life. Bit by bit, they record the arrival of other people in their lives. They discuss who came to dinner, and how many workmen to keep, whether the cook is getting too old, and how to drain and then refill the lake.

Throughout 1923 and early 1924, nothing unusual develops—apart from the fact that instead of waning, their passionate awareness of each other seems to intensify. In fact, in some periods of their lives, it begins to dominate their existence with the passage of time, rather than the typical converse.

The relationship begins to have almost a classical feeling to it. All passionate initiative seems to come from him, and is then matched by the force of her response. She evidently held the view that he was a man who needed to take the lead in all things, and that her place was to follow eagerly—that he might have been too delicate to accept a wife’s advances.

In 1924, a change begins to appear. It happens slowly, and they refer to it over many weeks. A sense of fright enters the correspondence, and deep worry. In this, too, they match each other. It seems to be the case that they had reached such a plateau of mutual trust that neither would or could hide anxiety from the other.
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Saturday, the 19th of April 1924

Dearest girl, tell me again tonight of your discovery. Shall we retire early? 



Sunday, the 20th of April 1924

My love, of course we shall make all inquiries. I insist. I know little in such areas, as most of my healing did not permit of too much intimacy, owing to the fact that I am not a doctor, and the country people are reticent in the extreme, no matter what danger they feel. 

Can we therefore hold back on the restocking of the styes? And let your “pink creatures” do the work for us. Yes, it will take longer, as you have already pointed out, but we perhaps need a slowing of pace. 



Wednesday, the 23rd of April 1924

O’Brien—stop! Please stop now! 

I too am aware that this should not be. Or certainly that things should be different. But we shall attend to it immediately. As we attended so wonderfully to the mural, the stucco, the marble, and all the other matters. Remember—we addressed what was presented to us with determination, grace, and energy. 



Wednesday, the 30th of April 1924

And still, my beloved April, we go on as we are, and as we have been. And if, tomorrow, we are forced to alter matters—then we shall alter them for as long as we are directed. 
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That is the last of several hundred assorted letters and notes that passed between Charles O’Brien and his younger wife, April Burke Somerville O’Brien. From them, and from the surrounding materials, and from what I was finally about to read, and when added to Charles’s History (it is time to drop the quotation marks and give it the full respect it deserves), I knew more about them than if I had lived under their magnificent roof.

The next day, I left Dublin—with the suitcase—and drove home to Clonmel, the capital of Charles O’Brien’s cherished county, Tipperary. It took me several weeks to digest what I had learned, and to prove it true. Not that I needed proof—the integrity of all concerned had long been to my mind unimpeachable.

And when I had digested all, and begun my recovery, and my essential pattern of forgiveness, I found that I had acquired the courage to do many things for which I had long wished, and at which I had always failed.

I sold the house, discarded most of the artifacts of my parents’ life, left the little street where I had lived since infancy, and moved out here, some miles from Clonmel, to a prettier house, from which I can look down on the river.

My day has changed. I no longer stay in bed until the haphazard hours of noon and later. Without fail, I cook for myself every day, and from time to time I have company; Marian Harney spends weekends and some of her holidays here. We never squabble; I have a sense of achievement with another human being that I never had before.

And that sense of magic I always wanted? It courses through my imagination like molten silver. So much was damaged, so much was shaken—and so much was recovered in such a short time. All of them are now laid to rest in my mind.

And I have plans to write, beginning perhaps with the edition of their letters. Two weeks ago, I had a piece about Laurence Sterne, who lived in Clonmel, accepted by an English newspaper; they’re showing a new version of Tristram Shandy on television soon. But I have greater plans than that—I am now wealthy beyond my dreams.

Yesterday, Marian Harney and I drove the twenty miles or so to walk again the ruins of Tipperary Castle. The main entrance has almost disappeared. There’s a scrap of the demesne wall, and I found a rusted iron spar; I think it came from a gate pillar or something.

The place in general is like Troy, not much left but grass ramparts. Large piles of stones and rubble mark out the lines of the buildings—it was massive. All the terraces except one have long been plowed.

The bridge survives, but it is a bridge to no particular place. And the lake still has a pair of swans; I wonder if they are the descendants of the swans that Charles saw.

When I had finished reading the last letter, more baffled than ever, we broke the brown sealing wax and opened the Joseph Harney envelope. It contained a drawing of Tipperary Castle, the same that had been given to Terence Burke. And it contained a document from Joseph Harney—a letter to me, written many, many years ago.
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Dear Michael,

You may never read this letter—but I have charged myself with writing it. You know who I am—although we have never met; I am the same Joe Harney who was Minister for Transport, then Minister for Health, and Minister for Industry and Commerce. You know what I did, I suppose, in the War of Independence, because there have been so many books and articles, and even a film about the battle on Northumberland Road and Boland’s Mill. But you do not know about my place in your life, and in that of your parents.

To tell you the truth, I had mixed feelings about the marriage of Charles O’Brien—because I was in love with April myself. But I loved Charles more than I have ever loved any man; I loved his nobility—he had complete decency. He was the most generous, genuine man I ever met. When they married, I told myself that there was only one chance for me now to marry April—but since that would involve the death of my dearest friend through natural causes, that was no chance at all!

You realize that I’m joking—the thing I think I wanted last in life was that anything should happen to Charles O’Brien. Later, I myself married, very happily, a woman whom I adore more with each passing day.

So when they came back from their wedding, in December 1922, I bowed gently out of their lives for a time. Soon I began to visit them, and I visited often. I went there for weekends, and when the civil war ended, I took a job in Limerick, in part to be near them, and I began to take an active interest in politics.

In the spring of 1924, I received a letter from Charles, asking me quite tersely to come to Tipperary as soon as possible. April, he said, was “feeling less than well.” I had a good friend in Limerick, a doctor, called Brendan Hartigan, and he had a new car, so the two of us went out together.

With Charles’s permission, Brendan examined April, and he agreed with her diagnosis. “The patient always knows,” he said. April, against all the odds—and, I think, due to Charles’s great care of her—was expecting a child. Charles had such mixed feelings.

“How am I going to get her through it?” he asked me. I gave up my job—it wasn’t a very important one, anyway—and I came out to help him. In fact, I took over the managing of the place and he devoted all his time to April—he gave her every hour of every day. Running my political life was easy enough, provided I went back into Limerick once every two weeks or so.

Charles O’Brien taught me how to love people; I never saw such devotion. His wife was going to be safe—that was what he decided. The doctors confined her to bed; they told her that if she stayed quiet, she had a very good chance of going the full term. And of course she could not get enough of Charles’s company—she lit up when he came into the room, not that he was ever out of her room for long.

Against all the odds, April went the full term. A baby boy was delivered in the last week of January 1925. The mother was fine, the baby was fine, you never saw such excitement. I was there, I heard the cries; everything you ever heard about the birth of an important baby—it happened that night. And never was a baby born that was more important. Certainly you have to go back a long time for a more important birth—that was in Bethlehem, I believe, nearly two thousand years ago! Or so I joked to Charles and April.

After a few days, I fetched old Mrs. O’Brien and she came to see the child, her grandson. And I agreed to stay on at the castle. The country by and large was settling down, and who was I, anyway? I was a fellow who carried a gun once upon a time, and those days were over. And now I was back among people that I loved, and they had a baby. To stay on was an easy decision.

On the night of the 15th of May 1925, a Thursday night—the baby was about three and a half months old—there was a thunderstorm. It was very brief, but we had lightning near the castle. It didn’t trouble me; it didn’t seem to trouble anyone—the baby was already a sound sleeper, and by now he controlled the entire place anyway.

All the next day I was uneasy. I went around in a kind of querulous mood. You know those days when you’re searching for something and you don’t know what it is you’re searching for? That’s what I was like. I went to bed early, I tossed and turned, and then I went to sleep.

The next thing I knew was my door being hammered on, and Charles shouting at me. There was smoke everywhere—and I could not make it out. I ran out of there and saw Charles ahead of me—and there were actual flames ahead of us. They weren’t so bad that we couldn’t get past, and I caught up to Charles and was beside him—and he was carrying the baby, who was still asleep.

I took the baby from him—we had a clear path now and no smoke and he went back to help April. He shouted to me that she was gathering clothes. As I finished my journey downstairs Charles reappeared, and he skidded a suitcase down the marble steps.

I remember thinking, “This is no time to be packing a case”—but he shouted at me to grab it. I did, and I was almost the only one up and about. We had no bell or alarm gong or anything like that—everybody in Tipperary knew when it was time to eat, so I had no means of warning people.

As far as I could I got away from the castle. I just kept going, the baby crooked softly in my left arm, and lugging this damn suitcase with my right hand. When I got up onto the highest part of the Long Terrace I looked back, and I never saw anything like it. There were flames everywhere in the main building. Now at last people came running out, and I wanted to shout—but I didn’t want to wake the baby. So I went back down a little—but even from there I could feel the flames, so I retreated again.

I thought about putting the baby down on the grass—but I was afraid that somebody would step on him. So there I stood, helpless, hoping that someone would see me, and come and take the baby, so that I could go and help Charles and April.

We found out afterward what had happened. The previous day’s lightning had hit a metal stanchion embedded in a beam that was rotten but didn’t appear so from the outside; and because it looked good it had never been replaced. That beam ran right up under the bedrooms, and all that day it had smoldered. Then, when it caught fire—it went up like tinder.

In those days, we had no fire-prevention treatments for new timbers, and that corridor had all new flooring. And there were fabrics everywhere—April had some kind of tapestry hanging from every wall, and many of them were old. They all caught fire.

One of the older servant-girls came up the terrace, and she saw me and the baby, and she was so thankful. She took the baby, and I went down as fast as I could run. No sign of them—no sign anywhere, and nobody had seen them. People were moving farther and farther away; the smoke was frightful, you couldn’t see a thing from the front of the building.

There was a back staircase—all those houses had staircases everywhere—and I headed for that. The servants’ hall, and the rooms where we all had our offices—they weren’t affected. But the main house was in an even worse conflagration. I never want to feel as frantic again in my life. I ran everywhere, I even got into the house, and then I saw that beams were coming down.

We lost twelve people in that fire. And among them we lost Charles and April. Isn’t it ironic—when you think of how they had twice fought off fire? It still remains a source of awful wonder to me that the house— especially the part we had so carefully restored—was so completely burned out. As I’m recalling it now, I see that my hands are shaking.

I spent the days that followed at Ardobreen with old Mrs. O’Brien, and together we looked after the infant. Believe it or not, the old man was still alive, and still sharp. They had seen the fire; they were up all night watching it. I think she knew the worst; he didn’t. What broke their heart was the fact that they were now too old to look after their one and only grandchild.

The solution came from Mrs. O’Brien. Charles had told her of one other love affair—a girl he met in Dublin, who now lived in Clonmel. Mrs. O’Brien had met her the day we opened the castle with a grand banquet. The two women had become good friends. Mrs. O’Brien was fond of anybody who was fond of Charles.

I was dispatched to find this woman—and by now you have guessed. She was Margery Nugent; her maiden name was Coleman. She had told Mrs. O’Brien how it broke her heart that she couldn’t have children. And how much she had wished that she could have married Charles O’Brien. I might be wrong about this, but I think she said that she married into the county so as not to be far from Charles.

When all the papers were done, it was of course discovered that April had indeed donated the house to the nation. The idea came to her as a trick to stop the Irregulars from burning down the place—and then she and Charles followed it through and donated it formally, because at that stage they had no heir. The takeover would not be complete until they died, and in the meantime they would open it to the public on certain days a year, and get tax relief for any work they did to improve the building.

Then, the pregnancy was so all-consuming that they never got a chance to take the estate back again. They had started legal proceedings, but the lawyers hadn’t even got around to making the application.

Mrs. O’Brien and I put the adoption process in motion. The papers presented no problem—Mr. and Mrs. John Joseph Nugent would be the legally adopting parents of this child, who was never to be told. I have never understood why the child was never to be told—probably because there was such a stigma attached to adoption; it usually meant illegitimacy.

Not only that, the adopting father insisted that some device be constructed whereby people would think the child was his—and to pretend that she was away in confinement at her parents’ house, Margery went to stay at Ardobreen for several months. You can imagine how Mrs. O’Brien loved having her grandchild—namely you—in that house.

But I can’t stand lies and deceptions, and I decided to write this letter and let the wise hand of Time take care of it.

That was the only complication. Except for one thing. The nation, after years of dithering, divided the estate lands. A family that bought Ardobreen after the O’Briens passed away got a large chunk of it. And nobody wanted what was left of the house; nobody wanted to rebuild it. So it just lay there, and people plundered the beautiful stone.

But the law specified a sum of ten thousand to the heirs of the castle, should any next of kin wish to claim it. Nobody did—because everybody knew about you and thought that one day you’d find out. The money, with interest accumulating every year, is there in the Land Commission in Dublin.

I have drawn all these facts together and left it to the discretion of my family as to whether they should ever be divulged. If they decide to tell the story to you, Michael, they’ll have done so because they’ll have assessed that it will do you nothing but good to be told who you are. In Ireland, that’s something we don’t always know.

If and when you read this, know that you were doubly fortunate. Not only were you raised by decent folk, you also came naturally of wonderful people. What man can say that he had four parents, all of them exemplary? In short, in your spirit you had a brilliant past, and in your being you had a safe existence. That’s Ireland for you!

And wherever you go, you’ll also have my good wishes like fair wind in your sails.



Yours sincerely,

Joseph (Joe) Harney.
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It will take me years to make sense of all this—to make emotional sense, that is. I know that I’ll go back over the “evidence” again and again for things that I insufficiently celebrated.

Such as the sacrifices of my adopting mother, Margery Coleman, who must have longed to tell me the story of my life. That was her main thrust—the truth of things as she saw them through her camera.

Such as the decency of my adopting father, John Joe Nugent, to behave to me so gently and amusingly and acceptingly. He taught me to sing, and he taught me the words of songs—mostly railroad songs—and how to identify a locomotive, and how his uncle helped build railroads in North America.

Such as the size of the spirit possessed by my mother, April Burke— to use the money she had been left for such a noble and brilliant enterprise, to keep beauty preserved. And to perceive the man who loved her, even if it took her a while. Or did it?

And such as my real father, Charles O’Brien, whose writings taught me that we do not have to continue as we were. Or thought we were. And that life brings out its brightest colors only when you ask.

In the Land Commission offices, I was attended to by a boy I once taught. He was a quiet fellow in school. And he became a quiet man. I had not known that I would be dealing with him.

He also knew of other papers—the inheritance from Bernard and Amelia O’Brien at Ardobreen. My adopted father would have nothing to do with it, and my mother never told me. It simply sat there and piled up, and if I never claimed it the state would have when I died. There’s nothing so complicated as inheritance law.

This former student of mine had prepared all sorts of documents for me. And some of them were clearly outside his purview. I asked him why. He said that I’d told him one day that he had a mind like the poet John Keats, and that ever since then, he could always raise his spirits up on that memory.

On the street outside, I was scarcely able to walk. Or take in how much I was now worth. But I knew immediately what I was going to do.

I was going to establish—and I have—an annual award through the library for the writing of personal history. Above and beyond that, I have more than enough money to build and endow a small theater. It will have within it an exhibition space for local photographers and an annual contest for them. And if anyone wants to found a railway historical society, I will pay for that too. Thus, I shall honor all to whom I feel indebted. What man, indeed, has been fortunate enough to have four parents?

On Sundays, when the weather is fine, Marian and I drive over to the castle and trace again its outlines. And we stand on the grass-covered terraces and admire the view, the son of the owners and the daughter of their beloved friend.
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Author’s Note

Much of our power comes from our past. We have always drawn upon the ancient world for knowledge, for enlightenment, even for example. Our philosophies, our political structures, our dramatic expressions have long been guided by the systems of old civilizations. More narrowly, we also draw upon our own particular ancestries. Why the tradition of family portraits? How often do we tease apart the branches of the family tree— and grow more fascinated?

It seems not to matter much if that old family thread of ours is frail or poorly traceable or even if it fades into obscurity. We need the spirit of our past more than we need the facts; we need the pride more than we need the proof. And the more mobile we become, and the farther we travel from our point of origin, the more we seem to want to return. That is, if the Irish example can be judged; to have come from Ireland, no matter how long ago, is to be of Ireland, in some part, forever.

Internationally, genealogical research has been one of the world’s growing pastimes. Within our origins we search for our anchors, our steadiness. And everyone’s journey to the past is different. It might be found in a legend or in the lore of an ancestor’s courage or an inherited flair. Or it might be found simply by standing on the earth once owned by the namesake tribe, touching the stone they carved, finding their spoor. In all cases we are drawn to the places whence they came— because to grasp who they were may guide what we might become.
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At the vulnerable age of thirty, Robert Shannon lost his soul. Nothing is worse; no greater danger exists. Only sinners lose their souls, it’s said, through the evil that they do. Not Robert Shannon. Incapable of anything but good, he lost his soul through savagery that he witnessed, horrors that he saw. And then, as he was repairing himself and his beliefs, he was ravaged further in the pursuit of his own faith.

When you lose— or have ripped from you— the spirit that directs you, you have two options. Fight for your soul and win it back, and you’ll evermore be a noble human being. Fail, and you die from loss of truth.

And so, just before dawn one morning in 1922, Robert Shannon stood on the deck of a slow old freighter on the southwest coast of Ireland and looked inland. This was the point to which he had come in search of his lost best self. If he could have explained clearly what he was doing, he would have said that he wanted to find the man he had been. If he could have described lucidly the essence of his journey across the Atlantic, he would have expressed the wish that here, in the country of his forebears, some ancient magic of ancestry might restore him. Could it be that in the old land, of which he had so often dreamed, he might find, to begin with, hope? But what he desperately needed to rediscover was belief.

On the port side, the western hills slept low and dark; to starboard rose the tall and ragged box of a ruined castle. A lighthouse came gliding into view, its lanterns beam fading against the opening skies. These were sights he had expected to see, and as they approached they comforted him— insofar as he could feel comfort. The dark rocks, though watching carefully, offered no threat, and the freighter steamed in, composed now in the estuary’s calm after weeks of coping with the burly sea.

Find your soul and you’ll live.

Ashore, colors began to wake up and stretch. A gray triangle became a lawn of green. In a whitewashed cottage wall, a dark oblong shape developed into a turquoise door. The large house on the hill strengthened from gray to yellow. In a sloping field, black-and-white cows drifted, heavy and swaying, toward their gate, expecting to be milked.

Forward of the ship, seabirds flapped up from the little waves. On a rock a cormorant waited, an etching in black angles. The spreading river shone like gray satin; later it would turn sapphire under the blue sky.

As the light brightened, the captain came and stood at the rail with his lone passenger, for whom he had to find a clear mooring in this uncertain place. Once having landed this man safely and well, he could take the freighter back into the channel.

Not for the first time, Captain Aaronson heard his passenger murmur something and sigh.

The square tower of the village church remained in shadow. Despite the half-light, the ship discovered the little old pier, made a wide curve, and chugged in. Disembarkation took no more than a few minutes. The seamen dropped a ladder over the side, and the passenger took the captain’s hand as though he wished to keep it.

“Thank you, Captain. For your”—he halted— “for your— such kindness.”

Without a further word he turned and, with his back to the waiting land, and made hunchbacked by his large rucksack, he descended the ladder. When his feet touched the jetty, he stood for a moment; indeed, he clung to the ladder. Then he took a step backward and turned away.

Looking down from the rail, the captain and some crewmen watched him lurch off, this man who had rarely spoken to them. As one said, “He spooked us all,” because he moved around so silently. He’d slipped and slid with the roll of the sea. He’d taken the rain in his face like a man trying to wake up. He’d inhaled deeply the harsh and icy air through which they had sometimes sailed.

The few seamen who had tried speaking to him had learned nothing. Often the changing watch met him as he ghosted around the decks in the smallest hours of the night. To their greeting he cast down his eyes and stepped aside to let them pass. Among themselves they talked about him without cease. Was he a criminal on the run? Was he a fugitive from the recent German war? Was he being put ashore for secret political reasons? Was he an Irish spy?

Only the captain, a tough little Dutchman, knew anything. He knew why the young traveler remained silent, his pale face closed. The tall distinguished man who had instructed Captain Aaronson in the port of Boston had indicated that his passenger would have little wish to speak.

“Ask him no questions,” he said. “He has seen too much.”

On a shouted order, two seamen hauled up the ladder. The ship’s engine growled on the air. Within minutes she was back in the stretch of the river they call Tarbert Roads, chugging her way up to Limerick.

“Do you know what he was saying to himself?” the mate asked the captain.

“No, I could not so well hear.”

But Captain Aaronson was lying. He’d heard perfectly well what the passenger had said— what he had murmured over and over.

Lose your soul and you’ll die.

The young American walked no more than a few yards, then stopped and looked back. His arms hung loose; his body sagged like a puppet’s; the haversack dragged his shoulders down. He gazed after the departing ship and gasped.

Come back! Don’t leave me!

For several minutes he remained in that one place. A harsh bird went craik-craik. Mottled hanks of weed, green as the hair of a witch, flopped against the old stone wedges of the jetty. The young man patted his cheeks as if disbelieving the gentleness of the morning air. Once upon a time this would have been a moment for a prayer, especially as the sky was now brightening fast.

On the evidence of his appearance, this man was neither a farmer nor a laborer; his face was too unweathered, too strained, too pale. Nor was he a clerk or a lawyer; his eyes showed no calm, no control. Could he have been a performer of some sort, an actor, a singer? No, he had no authority in his stance, neither in his body nor in his walk. A doctor? Not at all, no hint of concern. A teacher, perhaps? A leader of men?

Not anymore. This man had been shattered— by war. The systems he had learned since his birth, in his years of impressive education, in the outstanding conduct of his own life— they had all seized and failed and he had become silent, incapable, trapped. Those ropes by which we all pull ourselves forward through the world were, in his life, as thin as cotton threads.

Find your soul and you’ll live. That’s why he had come here. Robert Shannon was a Catholic priest, born and raised in the white towns of New England. He had ministered as a beloved pastor; from there he had gone forth to become a war hero: Captain Robert Shannon, a chaplain with the U.S. Marines. With his deeds no more now than somebody else’s fable, some handwritten and classified reports in a regimental archive, some family letters full of pride, he walked along that anonymous Irish foreshore because, as is the case with so many heroes, nobody knew for certain what to do with him.

Those few who cared for Father Shannon— his parents, his mentor in the Church, his doctor— wished devoutly to keep him alive. But they also knew that, given his infirm emotions, he stood in danger of taking his own life— especially if he remained in New England. And, as if all this was not enough, there were those— unknown to his guardians— who would soon get ready to help him die, because he had indeed seen too much.

Shannon was setting out with a simple aim. There had always been Irish pride in his family, a deep and good sense of belonging to a great and ancient race— and to a family that got its name from the Shannon River. The ancestors who came to America in the 1700s had reputedly lived on its banks; a painting of a Shannon River scene hung in the family’s hallway. And where young Robert Shannon’s friends and contemporaries had newspaper prints of sports stars or horses on their walls, this boy had filled his bedroom with Irish memorabilia, including the large map he now carried in his rucksack.

Shell-shock victims, it had been found, often used childhood memories to anchor themselves. Amid his newfound terrors and rages, Father Shannon had found again the great shining force of childhood tales. From deep inside him, he had managed to haul out the emotional force to believe, to trust, that this storied river could heal him. To possess such a mighty name— that must add up to something, mustn’t it?

Now, at last, he would embrace the river. Simply and determinedly, he would hike north on the east bank of the Shannon, visit the very source, the dark pool of its birth, and walk back south on the west bank. Somewhere along the way he would step into the early footprints of his people. And, his blood rekindled, he would return to the point opposite this morning’s landing at Tarbert and, on a day yet to be decided, join a ship to take him home again. In planning this journey he had found what he needed most at that point in his life— focus.

Truth to tell, he had grasped little else for some years. Most days he had no more than a fractured knowledge of himself, nothing greater than a jagged sense of his confused mind. On better mornings he glimpsed a snapshot of the man he had once been. Like a battlefield flare, it lit the sky of his mind, but he hadn’t the mental power to prolong the brilliance, and it fell away. On such occasions he seemed almost normal for a time, but the effort fatigued him. And on the very worst days he merely succumbed to the remembered trauma of the battlefield and lay down. This morning, exhausted from the ship and unsure of his ability to make this journey, he looked as he had done so often in the past few years: three quarters broken and greatly lost.

But if all went well—if the green stillness of Ireland brought recovery, if the river healed him, if in his roots he found the way back to himself— he could resume his true life. This belief, based solely on hope, gave him such little energy as he felt.

He also had beneath him a curious safety net, a network set up by his mentor, an odd fish of an archbishop named Sevovicz. In order to manage the known factors— Father Shannon’s fragility, his exhausting struggle to recover himself, his sudden outbursts— and to try to guard against possibilities yet unknown, Archbishop Sevovicz had written in some detail to the Irish bishops whose dioceses touched the Shannon. These men had then contacted the priests in their multiple parishes, and thus, all along the river, on the thick red line that the young man had drawn on his boyhood map of Ireland, local Irish people waited, talking to one another about him, watching out for him, willing to help him take his anxious steps. Father Shannon knew nothing of this.

From Tarbert Pier a broad lap of the river nudges in toward the rear of the village. With this inlet to his left, past the old stone jail to his right, and up the sloping road, the young priest reached the crossroads. Here he turned left. In these houses slept O’Connors, MacCormacks, O’Flahertys, Kennellys, as they do today and as they’ve done since before Christ was born. Nothing moved, no sign of life. Tarbert has a long main street; ahead stretched empty distance. He took a deep breath.

Clear of the houses, he stopped by a great beech tree. Below, to his left, the departing freighter had left a small foaming wake that gleamed in the last of the early shadows. To get a clearer view he stepped into the rough land at the side of the road, made his way down the slope a few paces, and stood for several minutes gazing out over the brambles and scrub.

Dawn came down the river from the east. The day would grow sunny and warm, a good start, and everything he saw offered the first signs of peacefulness. Yes, it might be all right here.

The estuary feathered a little under a slight breeze, but it looked calm and supple, reassuringly level after that bully, the Atlantic. He lingered, then climbed back up to the road and faced ahead.

And then he stopped— halted abruptly. Before him in the roadway stood three men, two of them seemingly much younger than himself. They carried rifles; they wore bandoliers. He glanced behind him to check whether they had companions— and the gunmen turned and saw him. No hiding now. Shannon stepped away from the great beech tree and into the roadway.

The Great War began in the golden fall of 1914, one of western Europe’s most beautiful Septembers ever. Within weeks the conflict took on a shape never seen before: massive artillery bombardments raining down upon men huddled in head-high trenches. Little more than a year later the medical journals of western Europe, with palpable consternation, began to discuss a new condition reported from the battlefield. The doctors had no name for it; they called it nerve strain or war strain or even hysteria or war shock. Eventually, by means of general usage, they settled on what they agreed was a popular but inadequate title: shell shock.

Over the four or so years of the war, doctors began internationally to define shell shock by the suddenly altered behavior of the soldiers and the lasting impact on victims’ minds. Reports emerged from France, Germany, Russia, Britain, and the United States. The afflicted troops numbered in thousands, maybe tens of thousands, and no two cases were identical.

Nobody knew how to treat the condition; all the medical profession could do was react. The baffled doctors, nurses, and students saw over and over, at fearsomely close quarters, these sad or violent or withdrawn or overactive men who couldn’t sleep, who had lost their memories— of everything, including their names— who woke up in the night screaming and trying to run from appalling dreams, who twitched in every limb as though they had Saint Vitus’ dance, and who could not grasp simple concepts anymore.

They shouted, they argued violently, they misbehaved. “One of the symptoms of their illness,” reported an observer, “is a morbid irritability—they tend to become upset and to take offense at the merest trifles— and this leads to trouble with the other patients, the nurses, and the medical officers responsible for discipline.”

In a natural reaction and in the absence of knowing what on earth to do, isolation became the preferred treatment; they shut them away like mental patients. Over time, a broader regime was generally accepted. It had kindness at its base, good food and plenty of it, deep and constant care, and gradual resocializing, and it drew many of the shell-shocked men back to normal. Or so it seemed. But in some cases relapses occurred, with the second recovery taking much longer than the first.

The most lasting medical success occurred with patients who received close individual attention to begin with, and who began to understand that they then had to help themselves. A fear always remained, however, that any unseemly pressure or severe emotional jarring could resurrect— and worsen— the original condition and the sufferer could once again turn violent, to others or himself, and could even take on the symptoms of lunacy or total nervous collapse.

That had been the final diagnosis of marine chaplain Captain Robert Shannon. The army now knew what had caused his ailment— the experience of war, especially this war, with its many awful casualties that had never before been seen, from weaponry that had never before been used.

According to the psychiatrists, the severity of Captain Shannon’s case “might derive in part from the extraordinary degree and frequency of his heroic actions in the face of enemy guns massed against him”—this because, as they had observed with other sufferers, the chaplain had repeatedly tried, in his dementia, to return to the front lines.

Now, in his first few minutes in Ireland, the former Captain Shannon once again looked down the barrels of guns. All three men came to confront him. While walking, the oldest bandit raised his weapon to his shoulder, sighted it on the young American’s head, and curled his finger into the trigger guard. The others followed suit.

They stopped ten feet away, a small firing squad, rifles cocked and aimed. Shannon, rapidly losing breath, spread his arms and hands. He began to tremble in the way that he had been struggling against for the past three years, a head-to-toe shaking that rattled his teeth and brought an unstoppable whimper into his throat.

In France to begin with, and long afterward in the hospital at New Haven, this had been the most alarming response. In such a seizure he could breathe only through his nose, flaring his nostrils like a scared horse; at times they thought he would never breathe again. Now he fought for breath; he wished he could close his eyes, but the eyelids refused to work. He also knew he had no power in his hands or fingers— he could barely raise his arms above his shoulders.

“Where’s Clancy?” the leader said.

Shannon failed to reply; the power of speech had abandoned him again, as it had done many times before. Swallowing and swallowing, he pushed his hands higher, arms out wide. One of the men wore a tweed cap with the peak turned backward; he bit constantly at his lip.

As tears formed, Shannon managed at last to close his eyes. The cold voice bit at him again.

“I said, Where’s Clancy? Is he with you?”

“I— I’m a stranger.”

One of the others murmured, “He don’t know.” Then, quickly, “He’s a Yank, isn’t he?”

The third member of the gun party asked, “You’re very tidy. What are you, a priest or something?”

Father Shannon, eyes still closed, nodded. A silence began that lasted several seconds. Then he heard a sharp clink!—a gun lowered to the paved road.

Said the oldest, “Come on.”

Father Shannon opened his eyes.

One ahead, two behind, they jostled him forward. They strode off the roadway, pushed through a gap in the hedge, and half ran up the hill toward the trees. The priest with his rucksack kept up as best he could.

At the top of the hill, the leader turned back to check that he stayed close. Thinking they looked at something else, Shannon also turned his head and saw that dawn had established itself in all its bright friendship. Far down below them, below the roadway, the river had turned silver, and the sight of the wide stream and the distant ship, now a toy, helped him to breathe again.

Breathing had everything to do with it. So insisted Dr. Greenberg, the New York consultant who had reveled in the opportunity to study this extraordinary new psychological woe. He called it a true cataplexy, and along with his copious note taking he applied some practical measures.

In one exercise, he asked Father Shannon to breathe in time to his, Dr. Greenberg’s, finger counting; in due course— it took many weeks— he trained the priest to do it on his own. And he trained him to breathe in through his nose and out through his mouth when in difficulty. Shannon had found this especially awkward, but eventually he mastered it. Now, in this wild Irish field, moving at the speed of a forced march, he began to resort to that technique.

For perhaps another twenty minutes, they hustled Shannon over moors, across streams, and through rocky fields, into land that grew wilder and more remote. He saw— at most— two houses in the distance and glimpsed them only through gaps in the many woodlands through which the gunmen led him. Crows flew by black as widows; one squatted on a road signpost that said MOYVANE—2 MILES.

Then the fierce little group came to the gaping cube of what must long ago have been a beautiful mansion. Hugging the old walls and stumbling on overgrown stones, they followed a line of ivied ruins out into an open place. Ahead stood a partly fallen square of red bricks— the old kitchen-garden walls. At a wide breach, the gunmen dropped to their hands and knees and began to clamber like insects over mounds of bricks and loose rubble. Shannon, with difficulty, followed. They had chosen their hiding place cleverly; most pursuers would have searched the greater ruins.

Now he was inside the kitchen garden, where the ancient fruit trees still lined up in ranks. As though in a storybook, the two men ahead vanished into greenery. When Shannon and his guard pursued them, a lean-to materialized. It also had been chosen well; in a natural camouflage, thick tendrils of ivy had interlaced with the branches of a great tree to make a shapeless undetectable roof.

The leader reemerged, reached his rifle forward loosely, and tapped the side of Shannon’s head with the gun barrel. Shannon gasped and flinched, then obeyed the gesture by ducking under the flap of branches that the others held up for him. He entered a dim room with a thick covering of straw on the floor and a brick rear wall; it had once been a gardener’s hut. The leader stood behind with his gun barrel lying on Shannon’s neck.

For many seconds nobody moved. The leader raised his gun and tapped Shannon’s head hard with the barrel. He said, “You’re never to tell anyone this.”

The American nodded.

In darkness thick as wool he now began to see. A form and face appeared— a young man sprawled on an old garden bench; his matted hair would have been blond had it not been darkened with his own blood. The chalk whiteness of his pallor gave the gloom its only point of light. He rolled his head a little, trying to open his eyes. Dried blood flaked the sides of his silent mouth; he sweated.

The gun party stood aside for Shannon to look.

Nobody spoke.

The leader of the party bent down untenderly: “Eddie, we’ve a priest here for you, like you asked for.”

No response.

“We thought ‘twas a flesh wound only, like,” said one of the younger men.

“Yeh, only,” said the third, the lip-biter, who looked scared beyond reason.

The leader, eyes blazing and barely in control of himself, leaned in on Shannon.

“Fix him, Father.”

Shannon said, “Can you get— a doctor?”

The leader almost spat. “There’s no doctor. Hear his confession, Father.”

“What’s his name?”

“Eddie Dargan.”

Father Shannon moved in close to the wounded boy and squatted beside him. “Edward? How are you feeling?”

No answer. Shannon placed his fingers on the throat, as he had seen the medics do in France. Although he touched moist blood, he didn’t tremble in lost control or whimper in fright— so far.

He was still short of breath from the forced march and the fear, as his fingertips traveled gently here and there. But not much pulse fluttered in the soft neck. He took the boy’s hands— filthy hands, earth caked under the fingernails— and the wrists gave nothing back. Suddenly they all started in shock as the boy took three or four wheezing breaths.

“Go on. Hear his confession, he’s a soldier,” said the leader. “We’ll go out.”

Father Shannon said, “I c-c-can’t … hear his confession. I have no permissions in Ireland, I’m not here— I mean, I’m not here as a priest.”

He gestured for some light and the men stepped aside. When one held up the ivy flap, Shannon prized open the boy’s eyes: They had no focus. Shannon looked up at the standing gunmen.

“Water?”

Each of the younger ones looked at the other, desperate to help, desperate also to be anywhere else. Together they rushed away. Shannon returned to the wounded, sweating boy and held his hand.

“Edward, try to breathe. Just a— a little deeper. Like this.” And Shannon, for example’s sake, took four, five, six deep breaths.

Beyond a faint half gasp there was no response.

The two young gunmen came back, both carrying water; one had a mug, the second had found an old bucket. Shannon reached into his rucksack, pulled out one of his spare shirts, and dipped a sleeve in the water. He dabbed the boy’s dry lips. No tongue emerged, so he began to clean the boy’s face. And now, to his shame, he could not stop his own hands from trembling.

Nor could he prevent his recoil when he wiped away the blood at the hairline and saw the size of the wound. What massive bullet did this? What kind of monstrous war is this? Isn’t the Irish war over?

After the havoc and horror of France, he had hoped never again to witness such a violation of the human body. As the cool water touched his hand the dreadful word, the dreadful place-name, hurtled into his mind like a curse: Belle Eau. It means beautiful water, they’d said. That was before its crystal springs had turned crimson with blood. Our blood.

He dabbed again and, trying to stabilize his feelings, brought himself to remove all the caked blood from the boy’s face. Using the shirttail, he now began to wash the boy’s hands.

“Anoint him, Father,” bullied the leader.

“I—um, I have—”

“I said, anoint him! He’s a patriot.”

“I have— no holy oils.”

The youngest gunman began to cry, and in his tears he shouted, “What?” It was almost a wail. Shannon stood up and turned around to comfort him, but the young gunman stabbed his gun into Shannon’s chest. He pushed the muzzle hard, forcing the priest backward into a stumble. “Don’t anoint him, Father. Jesus! That’s for dying people!”

Shannon regained his balance and stood still. The boy tapped him hard on the chest with the gun barrel.

“He’s all right, Father, isn’t he?” By now he was shouting. “Jesus! Jesus! He’s all right, isn’t he?”

“Come on, Mikey come on,” said the leader. The third man reached in and led Mikey by the arm out of the shed.

“He’s Eddie’s brother,” said the leader, close to contempt, and Shannon squatted again to finish washing the wounded Edward’s hands.

For three hours, three dim aching hours of that morning, Shannon crouched as the gunmen stood and prowled around the lean-to. For three hours they sighed, coughed, murmured a word or two, sighed again, coughed some more. Sometimes all three went out together; sometimes one or two went out. They never put down their guns; they trudged over and over through the long grass of the old kitchen garden and the ranks of old fruit trees in the ancient orchard to some vantage point, where they stood and gazed all around the wide countryside. Then they came back again and sat, stood and prowled, sighed and coughed gently, murmured a word or two, and sighed again.

By midmorning Shannon could scarcely stand upright, so cramped had he become from his hours of crouching. Gently he relinquished the wounded boy’s hands and rose to his feet, easing his limbs. But suddenly the boy twitched in a small convulsion of legs and feet. Shannon dropped to a crouch again and took Edward’s hands once more.

A memory of his training came hurtling back. “Forgive the dying through the five senses,” droned the seminarian. “First anoint the eyes for seeing, then the ears for hearing, then the nostrils for the sense of smell, then the lips for taste, then the hands for touch, and at last commend the dying soul to his God and his Savior with the oil of chrism in a cross on his forehead.”

Before he went to France with the marines, Shannon had asked the awful question: If there are casualties, and men are gravely wounded, what if the places to dab the holy oils no longer exist? What if there are no hands to anoint, no feet? What are a battlefield’s last rites if a body has lost its anointing points?

Now, stimulated by the memory, he reached inward again, to the places in his spirit where his resources used to be, to the terrain he had so often found bleak since his breakdown, to find the heart that made him want to give this boy ease and love, to look for the soul that had once made him desperate to guide the less fortunate and care for the afflicted. But once more he found nothing, nothing but a blank and awful space. Where Mass had been, where the sacraments had flourished, where God had reigned, there was no life.

He reached farther, or tried to: Past this void, he found again a practical side of his mind, where the seminary came to his aid. At least he remembered the cadences of prayers, even if he couldn’t taste their mysteries.

Shannon bent low to the sprawled boy soldier and began to whisper in his ear, from which blood still oozed like dark red oil.

“Edward. If you can think these words with me, there’s no need to say them. Let your mind repeat them.” He spoke the Contrition: “O my God. I, Edward Dargan, Thy humble servant. Am heartily sorry for having offended Thee. And I detest all my sins. Because they offend Thee, Who in Thy infinite goodness. Are deserving of all my love. And I resolve most sincerely. With the help of Thy divine grace. To do penance. To amend my life. And to try never to sin again.”

By now the boy had died. No huge sad sigh came forth, no death rattle, no convulsing spasm, just a slipping away and the beginnings of a slight rigor. But Shannon knew that Eddie had died, because he had seen it all before, so many times, in Deaths many foul methods. Even before the war, in parish work, giving Last Rites, he’d often seethed, when it was too late, at the vile invader.

He placed his fingers on Edward Dargan’s eyes, on his nostrils, on his lips for taste, on his ears for the gift of sound, and at last, for touch, on the fingertips. Then he stood up and stood back, his hands clasped before him, his body numb.

“Will we bury him here or what?” said the leader.

“That—um, that wouldn’t be … a Christian burial.”

“He won’t get that,” said the leader.

The priest looked shocked. “Isn’t he a Catholic?”

“Yeh. But they’re excommunicating us. We’re on the wrong side. That’s what we get for being patriots, Father.” He swore, the words coarse and cold, stepped to the opening of the shed, and said something. From outside came the shouting of the dead boy’s brother. The leader turned back to Shannon and placed his gun at the priest’s ear, fitting the small round hole of the muzzle into the ear’s curl. He held it there, trying to work it in ever closer. Next, Shannon heard the deadly metal chuckle of the bolt. The muzzle pressed tighter into his ear. He waited.

“What did I say?” the leader said, his tone as dull as the gunmetal.

Shannon closed his eyes. “You said, Tell nobody.”

The gunbolt clanked again, and the leader took the rifle away. Within seconds the trio had disappeared.

To his shame, Shannon found himself unable to stay inside the shed.

He dropped to one knee, closed his eyes, and in an automaton’s voice whispered the brief prayer that he had composed for the wheat fields of Normandy: “O Lord. Welcome with open arms. The soul of Thy dead servant Edward. And in the mercy. Of Thy infinite heart. Grant him. Once again. The innocence with which he came into the world.”

With his thumb, Shannon made a cross on the dead forehead of Eddie Dargan, stood up, and gave him the only blessing he knew, a farewell Sign of the Cross. Then he grabbed his rucksack and his wet, muddy, bloodstained blue shirt and once more broached the day.

Outside he found nothing but the sky and the trees and the old brick walls and the long grass at his feet. No birds sang. He touched his own eyes, his tongue, his ears, his nose. This was not ritual but response, not deliberate but instinctive.
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His steps retraced, and driven by the energy of near panic, Shannon found the great beech tree again; his anguished mind had long been learning to look for landmarks. He stood in the road, glad of the firmer surface, and looked down at the water. The wide comfort of the river didn’t rescue the moment; an attack of memory swept in, and he closed his eyes to shut out the bloody images. But he lost the tussle and he sat down on the empty roadway, no wider in those days than a farm lane. With his hands pressing solace to his face, he waited for the tremors to pass.

After many minutes, he rose to his feet. His eyes burned red, his rucksack felt heavier, he ached with sudden hunger. Putting one foot in front of the other, then building a stride, he resumed his direction. The sun had climbed up into its daily round.

Ahead, on his right, some thirty yards back from the roadway, stood a long, low, simple house, decent and quiet. As Shannon walked by, the front door opened and a woman of about his own age let out a dog, who barked and rushed toward him. Shannon recoiled.

The woman called out, “You’re all right, ‘tis only Shep.”

Shep, a sand-colored mutt, stopped in front of Shannon and frisked.

He wagged his tail, barked, and barked— no more than showing off. The woman whistled on her fingers, and as the dog raced to her she beckoned. Shannon turned from the road and walked up to the door. She eyed him: the shoes, the pants, the gray windcheater.

“Come on in.” She ignored the stranger’s pallor, his silence.

The house had no hallway. Woman, dog, and priest stood in the dim kitchen with its floor of broad gray stone flags. In the hearth under a high mantelpiece a fire burned, and its light flickered upon a table prepared for two. The house’s small windows rendered the room’s interior as dim as a painting.

“I was just making porridge. Did you know that Jesse James— or his father— was from back the road there?”

Shannon had no breath in his lungs. She answered for him and pulled forward a chair.

“Ah, yeh. Sure, everybody here believes it. Especially in Asdee, where he’s supposed to come from. They make up songs about him back there. By the way, I’m Molly. All the Yanks come here asking about Jesse James.”

Her name was Molly O’Sullivan, thirty-five years old, tall, and childless. Her husband, Joe, owned this smallholding, which yielded eggs from a clutch of hens, milk from a cow, and mischief from a goat. An acre of potatoes, the rice of Ireland, gave them bedrock food through the year. For money, Joe earned a seasonal wage with farmers, and Molly laundered now and then, here and there.

“Pity, now, my sister isn’t here—Lal—she’s very nice. You’ll have to meet her. She’s in the convent.”

Molly bustled and talked, talked and bustled. A small gap separated her two front teeth. High cheekbones under dark hair rendered her almost Asian. Directed by her, Shannon lowered himself onto a chair by the fire. He settled and raised his head. From across the room a white-haired handsome man in scarlet robes looked steadily at him from an old newspaper print.

“He’s a dead pope,” Molly said, tracking Shannon’s glance. Into the pan of oatmeal she dropped salt from a bag made of stiff blue paper. “We’ve a bad crack in the wall there, so we had to hang up Pius the Tenth.”

“Giuseppe Sarto,” intoned a voice. “Pope from nineteen-oh-three to nineteen fourteen. A decent man, by all accounts.”

Shannon turned toward the words in the air. A door had opened into the kitchen, and Joe O’Sullivan now walked through, spare and beetle-browed. His hobnailed boots clanked on the stone flags.

“We’ve a Yank here.” Molly jerked a head at the visitor. “Look at his lovely clothes. I was telling him about Jesse James.”

“Wasn’t he shot in the back?” said Joe, who walked to the table, shook hands with Shannon, and sat down. “I see you brought the fine weather across the ocean with you.”

Shannon began to rock in his chair. Those who cared for him back home knew this said pressure and could mean collapse. Shannon said nothing, just rocked back and forth; he wiped his brow with his sleeve. Some foreign body crackled on the fire, a knot of peat or a twist of wood, and Shannon jumped to his feet. He stood rigid for a second as though at a soldier’s attention, and then shook his head. Hopelessly, he sat down again.

Molly ignored him; she chattered on, always swiping away a wisp of hair. Likewise Joe, who half stood from his chair, peered out through the doorway, and sat down again.

“There’ll be a bit of a tide tonight,” he said. “I’d say, Molly, they’ll feel it up as far as Portumna.” To Shannon, he said, “Now you’d like a cup of tea, wouldn’t you?”

Shannon said not a word.

Molly, active as an ant, hummed a tune beneath her breath. Joe stared tranquilly into the fire. Shep came over and rested his head on the priest’s quivering knee.

“The porridge’ll be ready in a minute,” Molly said. “You’ve to stir porridge all the time. And ‘tis lost without the salt. I always use a big pinch, but when ‘tis on the boil—well, isn’t it like when the cat is near the milk? You can never take your eye off it. And you never stop stirring it.”

Shannon said, still needing breath, “There’s a boy. Up in the fields.” He pointed to the east. “He was shot. And he’s dead. His name is Edward Dargan.”

Neither Joe nor Molly moved a muscle.

The O’Sullivans typified a syndrome in Irish life— people of high instinct and sound understanding, mistaken for ignorant but merely uneducated. They had worked out their own codes long ago. Each night they went to sleep like spoons, his arms folded about her; in the deeper night they always somehow kept in touch— a foot, an arm, a hip. This natural couple had never spoken more than a handful of tense words to each other and so far had had only one sadness: failure to conceive in fourteen years of marriage.

“I’ll come over and sit beside you,” said Joe, “and Molly, you’ll pour the two of us a cup of tea, won’t you? And we’ll fix all that business once you tell us where the poor young man is. People are kind of hammering away at each other around here.”

Shannon, still blinking rapidly and breathing fast, looked sideways at Joe. Then he stared at his rucksack, which he had dumped beside the door when he’d first come in. Joe followed his gaze.

“Will I get the bag for you, is that it?”

As Joe rose, Shannon leaped from his chair, grabbed Joe’s arm, and forcibly stopped him dead.

Joe O’Sullivan didn’t attempt to ease away from Shannon’s fierce grip.

“All right, all right. C’mon, now, c’mon.”

Shannon eased; the two men walked like friends across the kitchen floor. Molly watched, alert but not yet alarmed. The priest reached into a side pocket of his rucksack, took out an envelope, long and cream, stamped with red wax and a seal of office, and presented it formally, like the credential it seemed to be. Joe broke the wax, drew out a sheet of paper, and began to read. Shannon stood directly in front of him, eyes searching Joe’s face.

Joe finished reading and then looked up and into Shannon’s eyes. Reaching for Shannon’s hand, he shook it with passionate sincerity and said, like a recitation, “Father, my brother—he was my twin—he was killed in France with the Munster Fusiliers on the ninth of May, nineteen fifteen, at eight o’clock in the morning. It was a Sunday. So, Father, you’re—well, you’re very— very— welcome in this house.”

The words pierced the young priest’s fog; neither he nor Joe sought to break the handshake. When they did, Joe handed the letter to his wife.

“Take a look at this, Molly.”

Father Shannon’s credential, typewritten on stiff formal paper, bore the crest of the Bishop of Hartford.

TO WHOM IT MAY CONCERN


The bearer of this letter, Fr. Robert Shannon, is a great American hero. In France as a chaplain during the recent war, Captain Shannon saved hundreds of lives, with no thought to his own safety and with great overcoming of personal fear in dreadful battle circumstances. He has come to Ireland to trace his paternal ancestors, the Shannons, who emigrated to America in the 1700s. All he knows is that they lived by Ireland’s biggest river long ago.

When he presents my letter to you, I know that you, in Ireland, will extend to Father Shannon all the care and kindness for which your country is justly famous. Should you need further elucidation, please write to me at the above address.

Yours faithfully in Jesus Christ,

Anthony I. Sevovicz

Coadjutor of Hartford



To Shannon, Molly said, “How do you pronounce that gentleman’s name?”

He said, “Sev-oh-vitz. Sevovicz. A Polish name.”

“Sevovicz,” said Joe and Molly together.

Shannon reached for his bag again and drew out his cherished map of Ireland. He unfolded it and pointed to the bright red mark at Tarbert. Archbishop Sevovicz, who could turn the words Good morning into a sermon, had said, “If we don’t know where we are in this world, our fellow man tells us.” Shannon had looked so baffled that the archbishop had— most uncharacteristically— come directly to the point and said, “Ask. Ask. Ask.”

“This?” asked Shannon now, showing the map. “Here?”

Joe looked at Tarbert’s red dot and nodded. “Can you stay with us a few days, Father?”

Robert flapped his map and looked into Joe O’Sullivan’s green eyes.

“Porridge is terrible if it goes cold,” said Molly. “And you look like you’d sleep, Father.”

Joe said, “If you’ve Molly’s porridge inside you, you’ll sleep.”

Before they served the oatmeal, Molly added half a spoon of poteen, their local moonshine, and when the meal ended they prepared the old sofa.

“We’ll be quiet as mice,” said Molly, “and Joe’ll go out now and get that other business done, the poor young Dargan boy. So you can stop worrying about it.”

As Shannon stood by watching, Molly and Joe dragged the couch across the floor toward the fire. She patted it and pounded its old cushions, then stood back.

The young priest lay down and wrapped himself in the blanket that they gave him. What little glaze of personality he had built up in the solitude of the ocean had been abruptly and brutally rubbed off at the lean-to out in the fields. Lying on his side, he stared into the fire.

Perhaps he would fall asleep before the reel of images began. Perhaps tonight he would be set free. He waited. Not yet did he see the visions that consoled him: the white clapboard houses of New England, the galloping horses and sweet rivers of Connecticut, the tree-lined streets and everyday neighbors of the town of Sharon. Good— because these awful images were usually pursued hard and driven away by huge field guns, bucking and roaring, by the bloodied faces of weeping men and the vast wounds that they bore, by the burial parties, with the bodies tumbled into the shallow mud of France: the black anatomy of war.

Joe and Molly sat in their chairs, drinking tea. Shep climbed up on the old sofa, found a place in the lee of Shannon’s bent legs, and curled there. Soon, man and dog fell into deep sleep. Outside, a shower off the ocean sprinkled the land and passed over. Inside, the house fell quiet as the hosts settled down to watch over their guest.

And so, on his first afternoon in Ireland, Robert Shannon, formerly Captain Shannon, chaplain of U.S. Forces, and— in theory if not at heart— Father Robert Shannon of the Diocese of Hartford in the Archdiocese of Boston, slept like a wintering bear. In time, Molly O’Sullivan carefully put back the blanket that the sleeping American had kicked off himself when the dog had jumped up to follow Joe— who, with two other men, bumped through the fields on a neighbor’s cart, bearing Edward Dargan’s body, which they had covered with a tarpaulin.

Molly O’Sullivan never left her kitchen that day. She darned socks, she fixed a buttonhole, but mostly she sat quietly in her chair, where Father Shannon could see her if he awoke suddenly and could thus be reassured in a strange house in a strange land.

In his sleep, Shannon twitched and sometimes half spoke. He had refused to take off his shoes or his jacket and, initially, had lain down with an arm over his eyes, watched by his hosts.

Molly had never been wooed by any man but Joe. He had known her since she was fourteen; he was twenty-four then, and he had struck up a friendship with her father and brothers for the sole and secret purpose of pursuing her when she came of age. Though not unaccustomed to men— she had five brothers and a youthful, vivacious father— by the time she married Joe he had become family, and therefore Robert Shannon was the first “other” man she had ever scrutinized.

When he seemed to have fallen deeply asleep, and with Joe long gone on his mournful task, Molly inched forward to look closer, like a child at the zoo. The young priest’s arm had slipped from his eyes. His face, no longer under the rigid control of chomping anxiety, sagged back toward boyhood. The long eyelashes suggested his general innocence, a quality that had endeared the priest to his parishioners. None of his troubles showed; he looked clean and uncomplicated.

His hands, however, had aged early— pale and wrinkled for a man so young, with the right hand spoiled horridly across the knuckles by a scar like a trench. In general, though, as he lay there, he had a sort of grace about him, a lightness that had not been evident while he was awake. This young man, whatever he had been through, had come from a background of order and care.

At six o’clock, a deeper, heavier rain began to sweep in. Molly rose softly from her chair and went to the door. The tide on the river had turned; she hoped the wind wouldn’t rise, lash the rain against the windows, and wake her sleeping visitor. She heard Joe’s step and opened the door from the inside, to prevent noise. Shep came wagging in, shaking off raindrops; Joe raised an eyebrow and Molly whispered, “Still asleep.” They tiptoed to the fire and sat quietly, each glancing at their visitor from time to time. On the couch, he stirred in what might have been a fierce moment of dreams, and they started in anxiety, but he continued to sleep.

For supper they had slices of soda bread and butter, with thick slivers of ham, and two glasses of milk.

They ate by the fire and looked out at the rain.

Inside an hour, the evening sun shone again and Joe tiptoed from the kitchen, taking the dog out into the bronze light.
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Hour by hour, day by day the O’Sullivans drew Father Robert Shannon into their care. No quirk or anguish of his gave them pause. They never intruded, and thus his silent griefs could breathe. In the lee of their kind instincts, he calmed down and slid into their friendship.

Nor for a moment did they consider the entire matter of Robert Shannon and his lengthening stay in their house odd or unusual; they never questioned it. A distressed visitor belonged in the fold of human nature; so be it. Their priest had told his parishioners, “If you see a young American walking the roads on his own who looks a bit lost, he’s a priest who’s over here for a while. He hasn’t been well. Make him feel welcome.” They had agreed to do so; that was all.

Furthermore, they had seen in the towns and villages the silent men who had come back from the war, who walked the world aimlessly or leaned empty-faced against walls and would never work again.

In the beginning, Shannon needed great stretches of rest, and a routine developed. Around nine o’clock in the evening, he settled to sleep. Shep climbed up and tucked himself against the visitor’s legs. Molly and Joe sat on their chairs facing each other, Molly usually sewing, Joe reading the newspaper or merely smoking his pipe and gazing into the fire. The quiet was broken only by the snuffling of the dog or the crackle of the flames.

This wheel rolled on for eight days and nights. Their chatter included him, and they never seemed fazed that he rarely replied; if he did speak, he offered no more than a syllable or two. During the day he either sat by the fire or on the wall outside, where he gazed for hours at the river. Somewhere inside him he knew that his inner journey still consisted of taking two steps forward and one and three-quarter steps back.

When his stretches of calm lengthened, they lifted their care a notch and began to treat him as an American cousin, a tourist almost. And as with any such visitor, they wished him to see the sights; they were as natural aristocrats to a houseguest.

For his first excursion, Molly took out the bicycles.

“Robert, we’re going for a spin. I bet as a young lad you had a bike.”

He had asked them to stop calling him Father. They agreed, yet they warned him that everywhere he went in Ireland he would be recognized as having the stamp of a priest on him. Joe added, “We’d recognize a priest naked. I mean— if you saw a giraffe up the fields, you’d know it was a giraffe.”

Robert mounted the bicycle and pedaled a few yards to find his balance. Then, with Molly leading, they wobbled into the wider countryside.

The narrow road barely allowed them to ride abreast. With the sun in their eyes and the breeze on their faces, they entered flat unbounded lands of brown and cream. This was the open bogland of North Kerry, where random piles of peat bricks stood in the fields like rough old tribal monuments.

After a couple of miles, Molly turned her front wheel toward the mouth of a lane. In the distance, across the bogs, a man labored alone, a lanky man with hair white as a seagull.

“Ask this fella questions,” said Molly. “He loves big words.”

“Hah, Molly!” the man called out. “You’d a different boy with you the last time I saw you.”

Molly laughed at the tease. “Matt, this is our young Yank.”

“Ohhhhhhh,” he said, dragging out the note to convey wonder and appreciation. “The man that’s walking up the river. Our insipid voyager.” Matt held out a lanky hand, and Robert came forward to shake it. “Well, I hope you can swim, Father.”

Robert took no note that Matt seemed to know all about him.

“Matt, tell Father what you’re doing here in the bog.”

“I’m digging for the carcass of a dragon, Father.”

Robert widened his eyes, and Matt surged at the encouragement.

“Yeh. There was an old dragon over there in the mouth of the river. But one of the saints ran him outa there so he came over here to live— where there’s no saints.” He winked at Molly.

She said, “Ah, Matt, tell him your real job.”

“Footing turf.” He picked up a brick of the dark brown peat. “Did you ever see turf, Father? This is a sod of turf for the fire. It’ll burn like a bush.”

He handed the brick to Robert, who turned it over, sniffed it, and scrutinized the shades of color, from the black of jet to the brown of tobacco, the wisps of white like facial hair, the dry texture.

Matt watched Robert feel the crumbly brick. “D’you know how old that is, Father?” He answered his own question. “Millions o’ years there in your hand. Half a maternity.”

He took back the brick and began to break it open, bending its soft back, showing the crumbs of fiber.

“There’s the bones of old forests in this, Father,” he said, his voice passionate, “and there’s heather in it, and God knows what else. I mean, there’s bodies reserved in bogs like this— you know, the way a saint’s body would be reserved.”

Molly said, “Matt, did you ever hear of a family called Shannon anywhere round here?”

“The only Shannon I ever heard tell of is herself over there. Flowing along like the moon. And she’s a true river, I mean, she gets to the sea. ‘Tis the least a river might do.” He looked at Robert. “Are you tracing?”

Molly said, “He is. The Shannon family.”

“What’ll you do, Father, if you find out they were sheep stealers? That’d be no kinda pedagogue for a man to have.”

“Ah, Matt,” said Molly, “they went to America a long time ago.”

“No, not a long time, not at all a long time. This turf, now— that’s here since time immoral. If you compare it, Father, your family only left last week. But sure, we all know, comparisons are odorous.”

As they walked away, wheeling their bicycles to the road, Molly whispered, “He’s from Lisselton. Joe says the people in Lisselton should only be let out after dark.”

The sun beat down as they rode on. For as long as they could see the bog across the flat parish, Matt’s snowy head gleamed against the brown land.

When the trauma first struck him, Captain Shannons brain heaved like the sea. Then it began to swirl, a blood-spattered fog inside his head. In a sudden moment he stopped in his tracks, stock-still and wild-eyed. He turned his head slowly, like a searchlight on a stiff axis, and nobody in the busy tent took heed.

Then he roared, and they looked up in surprise and saw him claw at himself. He plucked at his clothing, his ears, his nose, his hair. He lost his sense of presence and began to lurch and spin. He made vast hand-washing movements, as though to rid himself of some great clinging filth.

They grabbed him and held him and lowered him to a bed in the already overwhelmed field hospital at Lucy-le-Bocage, the village beneath Belleau Wood.

Why did he snap? He had braved so much, why now? Within moments the depth of his trauma became clear. His was a bad case. He recognized nobody; he had forgotten who or what he was and didn’t know his own name.

His comrades, though— they knew what he had been and what he had done, and they cared for him now as they cared for no other. A military nurse named Kennedy, with hands cool as grass, took him over and set up the first nurtures. Night and day she watched him, especially as he came out of the harbor of sedation. But his condition never changed; he drooled and yelled, and he knew not a single thing.

Three days later the generals invalided Shannon out to Dieppe, and he stayed there for the next four months in a château converted to a rest home. In late October, the army loaded him on a troopship; one of the officers gave up his cabin so that they could rig a private sick bay for the chaplain’s voyage home.

In the hospital at New Haven he grew milder over time. Officers of all stripes visited him. They knew he might not be able to speak—might not even be awake. It didn’t matter to them; they came just to look at this legend of the war, hoping to shake his hand. If and when he calmed down, he had lucid moments and could almost chat with them, and they thought he nearly understood this awful malady that ailed him.

At first, shell shock had been misinterpreted. Officers claimed that such men were playacting in order to avoid fighting, so the generals court-martialed them for malingering or desertion. They even executed some by firing squad, in full view of camps or trenches: a blindfold, a wooden post or tree, a semicircle of rifles, and a victim who didn’t know what was happening. Others were disciplined. In one form of punishment the offending man was tied standing up in the field of battle, sent back into the midst of what had damaged him— the incessant noise, the frightful whistle, and the krummmp! of the artillery.

Nobody as yet knew that the shells exploding around these frontline soldiers were also causing cranial vacuums. The reverberations shifted brain matter inside men’s skulls and altered their states of consciousness.

Even so, back in the United States, Robert Shannon rose from this pit. He climbed out, and resumed his life. Through strength of character and force of will he came back to himself and then propelled himself forward. He improved steadily. They knew he was recovering when they saw his kindness return. Day by day he began to talk to other traumatized men in the hospital, the open mouthed creatures whose spirits were not nearly so firm. He smiled at them, held their hands, brought them small gifts, eased their sobs, listened to their ceaseless, senseless words.

One day he began to pray with them— and finally he asked whether he could celebrate Mass. Within a month he had braved the outside world again, and eventually a day arrived when he took off his uniform, put his chaplain’s black tabs in the drawer, and went back to being a priest.

Less than a year later came the event that doctors watched for and feared in all such cases: the relapse.

A soul may also be lost because of serious emotional shock— a heartbreak, a betrayal, a treachery. In 1919 Father Shannon saw, head on and firsthand, behavior among his priestly colleagues that amounted to all three. When certain disgraces in the Archdiocese of Boston seemed beyond refute or defense, a second and much worse wave of emotional trauma crashed in upon him.

This time, his mind turned blue. Not the blue of the sky, not the blue of the sea; this blue had steel in it, the steel of knives, the sulfur blue at the heart of a naked flame. And all the awful sounds that he had first heard in France returned, only now they were louder and more cacophonic— high wild noises, each word a prolonged screech. He raged and roared and screamed accusations at those to whom he had vowed obedience— accusations with names, dates, facts.

And they, having the power to do so, silenced him. They locked him in a psychiatric hospital, in a small high room, narrow and bare as a cell. This time, the images that coursed through his brain day and night nearly killed him.

Back from visiting the bogland and Matt of the unique vocabulary, Robert was calmer. At supper that night he seemed easier than at any other time so far; he even began to converse.

He asked structured questions— about the river, about the sea, about peat and its harvesting and its fire. In turn he answered their carefully harmless inquiries about life in the United States. He recited “The Battle Hymn of the Republic” and told them about the Hotchkiss School, the woods near Sharon, his mother’s singing voice, and his father’s car. For almost an hour he sustained the most natural exchange in weeks.

At last, long after his usual bedtime, he lay down on the sofa. No fire tonight; the day had been warm, and the front door stood open. Joe and Molly strolled out to the wall to take their evening view of the river, and Robert drifted off to sleep.

That night, the war left him alone: no machine guns, no bandages, no shallow graves. Sometimes at the end of his nightmares—and this was a sign of recovery—his imagination rode shining through the dark. The images changed to the maps and the powerful officers, to the early morning sun of France before the guns began, to the smile on the face and the touch of the hand of Nurse Kennedy. If in his dream she teased him or made him coffee or fixed his uniform, good. A comfortable trajectory had returned. His imagination had flown in a familiar arc from the distress of his battlefield to the oasis of her tent.

But then he always had to fight the sense of loss. Had they all gone? The colonel, awkward but a man of fair play— had he perished? Cooper, the laughing boy from Philly— did he die out there with the others? The Irish nurse, Kennedy, and her jokes and the swiftness with which she created peace— had she been caught in her field hospital by one of those deep awful shells? Had he lost them all forever? All dead and buried in the mud of a French farm? On the O’Sullivans’ couch that night, he had no dreams. He half awoke, missing the images, and not knowing what to do subsided again. Next morning, though, the animal reality of shell shock reached out a new claw.

The day began quietly, yet Molly whispered, “Is he a bit edgy?”

They watched as Robert half stormed out of the house and stood glaring down at the river.

“I think,” said Joe, “it’s time for the boat.”

He kept a small craft on the Shannon, and he used it with respect, because a freak Atlantic tide or an abrupt estuary wave could lash out within seconds.

After breakfast, Joe led Robert across the road and down the steep bank to the river’s edge. The rowboat strained at its leash. Joe loaded a shovel, set out the oars, folded burlap sacks on the seats as cushions, stowed a bag of sandwiches, and sat back watching the flow

“We’re going over there,” Joe said, pointing to the far bank. “Labasheeda. D’you know what the word labasheeda means? Some people will tell you it means the bed of the little people, the fairy folk who pull all the tricks and cast all the spells. But it actually means the bed of silk, because the sand there feels like silk. Hop in, Robert.”

The priest, saying not a word, clambered to a seat.

For an hour they sat and waited, an hour in which Joe eventually said, “I never move out in the boat till the water is as flat as a fluke.”

When the breeze fell, the river’s feathering ceased. Almost no clouds traveled the powder-blue sky, and the estuary became as quiet as a chapel. Robert sat with his back to the oarsman, which meant Joe could not see the clenched hands, the closed eyes. Joe pushed away from the bank, and was soon hauling rhythmically on the oars like a boatman in a legend.

No ships or other vessels, large or small, used the river that noon. In midstream Joe pulled and pulled, to take the boat across the fastest current. When he broke through its grip, a sideswipe of the river’s flow guided them toward a little beach of mud and then grass. The journey across the river took just under half an hour.

Joe made no effort to help Robert, extended no hand, merely gave example by disembarking first. Robert followed, picking his steps carefully as the boat rocked. In his hands he held, like a child with a comfort toy, the brown paper bag of food. He muttered and made low noises. Joe eyed him, watching and careful.

They climbed the grassy bank, onto a hill, from which they descended into a hollow field; Joe carried the shovel from the boat.

“See this field? The owner’s my cousin.”

No great trees grew there, no tall grasses; the few hawthorns bent toward the land like old men, bowed by the weight of the prevailing westerly wind. The air felt colder than on the water.

In the lowest scoop of the field, Joe stopped at a small cluster of stones.

“Digging now, Robert.” Joe took off his jacket, squatted, and began to shift the stones. “Down about three foot or so. Not as deep as a grave anyway.”

He stood up, spat on his hands, and began to turn the earth with the shovel. Soon he uncovered a tongue of sacking; it lay in the dirt like a large ancient leaf. Joe grew more careful with the shovel, then hunkered again and scraped clear a wider area of the old burlap. As though reaching into a bowl, he stretched his hands down either side of the fabric and eased up a buried package. On the grass, he teased the sacking apart.

Peering over Joe’s shoulder, Robert caught a rough smell and recoiled.

“Skin of a goat,” said Joe, examining it. “Yep. She’ll do.” The sacking contained a brown-and-white hide. “The earth over here has more acid in it than my own fields.”

Joe refilled the hole, chattering all the while to Robert.

“One man told me the goat is a Chinese creature. But another man told me, no, ‘tis Egyptian. I don’t know what to believe. This goat here, her name was Sheba; she was mostly a nuisance, but we let her live on. I mean she was old. They live to twenty years at the most, and she was nineteen. So we’ll go home with her now and we’ll scrape her and scrape her. And then when I get her as smooth as a suit, I’ll rub her with potash and all kinds of alum and stuff. I have a ring of ash seasoning, and I’ll make a bowrawn that’ll make the rafters ring. D’you know what a bowrawn is, Robert? A bowrawn is a skin drum.”

They climbed up out of the hollow field to the top of the slope, Joe with a shovel across his shoulder, Robert a few paces behind, slightly hunched in his unspoken anguish. As they crested the rise, Joe stopped and held his hand out wide to make Robert halt too. Down the slope below them, eight men in uniform stood on the riverbank, guns cocked, inspecting Joe’s boat.

Joe stepped back, drawing Robert with him, back until they could duck out of sight. Just below the hollow’s rim they lay on the ground, Joe with a finger to his lips. His concentration elsewhere, he failed to register the aghast face beside him.

After many minutes during which they lay facedown and utterly still, Joe rose and tiptoed up the slope. He surveyed left, he surveyed right, then turned and beckoned to Robert. The soldiers had gone downriver. Several hundred yards away they began to climb into a longboat, manned by two other men in uniform. One of these cast off, and the other began to row the boat into midstream. At that moment, as Joe watched, one of the soldiers fired three quixotic rounds into the mound of the riverbank, and the laughter of the others came upriver on the wind. Then the stream took their boat down toward Tarbert and no soldier looked back.

Down the slope behind Joe, Robert had not moved, but at the sound of the gunfire he began to tremble and grunt. Joe walked back toward him, and as he drew near Robert stood up. He grabbed the shovel and attacked Joe— fierce, grim, sudden, and hard. Joe fended off a blow that would have split his temple; a glancing blow scraped his cheek; he retreated a few yards, covering his head. Robert, flummoxed, stopped; then, savage and red-faced, ran at Joe again, who, more composed now, grabbed the shovel’s long handle. They wrestled like gladiators; Joe won the shovel from Robert and tossed it aside.

Robert stood back— then raged forward again, his only sound a grunt that could have been pain. Soundless and wide-eyed, he scrabbled for Joe’s face, neck, hair, arms, shirt. His grunting heavier, he kicked out. He tried to form words, but no sense came forth.

When his scrabbling for a grip failed, he tried to land punches— serious blows. Joe stood his ground, never yielding an inch yet never fighting back, using all his strength to sap the blows, cushioning them with his forearms. He talked; he soothed; he calmed. “Easy now, Robert, ‘tis all right. Easy, easy.”

Suddenly Robert began to weep, and the attack ended. He began to sink, a subsiding pillar. Joe took Robert’s forearms and guided him to the ground, to his knees.

“Easy now. Easy. Easy. Stay here a minute, Robert. Are you all right now?” He knelt beside him. “Stay here a minute.” Robert moaned; Joe stayed with him, patting his shoulder.

In time Joe went back to fetch all their goods. He returned and squatted beside Robert, who still wept. Joe patted his shoulder.

“You’re all right now, Robert, you’re all right.”
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To grasp the Ireland of 1922, think of Persia. Think of rural India. Think of old National Geographic magazines with their photographs of charming poverty. In Ireland too, the hopeful wary faces of the native folk looked winsomely up at the lens. Think also of those interested, well-meaning Tocqueville-esque travelers who for centuries had come, seen, and commented. The country that they reported had always been tense, depressed, and poor.

Robert Shannon got to Ireland six months after the Anglo-Irish Treaty, signed after a sapping war of independence which itself had caused division, as not everybody agreed with its aims or conduct. Now, as though to add incest to injury, a bitter civil war had begun. Scarring and dire, its bombs were undermining the new state’s structure and delaying the pleasure of nationhood.

And the ground was shaking in even greater ways. Irish Catholics, the previously underprivileged majority, had become the new rulers—the Risen People, they called themselves— and they were taking their country back from the king of England. In a policy ringing with emotion, this new government was buying up the great landlorded estates and redistributing the land. Henceforth 85 percent of the people would again own 85 percent of the island and not the 15 percent, the few barren acres, that had been tossed to them like scraps long ago.

The Anglo-Irish Protestants, who had long formed the ruling class, could see the writing on their demesne walls. Most disliked what they read and were deciding to leave; they were the people with the money. However, it wasn’t happening fast, and for many of the Irish without the money, there was still no joy and they were leaving too.

For them, poverty and subjugation had been a way of life for thirty generations, intensifying with successive British regimes.

The emigrant ship, long the only avenue of escape, would one day become so for yet one more family. This father, mother, and nine children had been living in a small quiet place called Ballinagore, fifty miles east of Tarbert, and the family name was Ryan.

Larry Ryan, an unskilled farm laborer from the South Riding of County Tipperary had a household so large he could not fully support it. They shared spoons, they shared bowls; they had so few clothes between them that all the children couldn’t be out of doors at the same time.

For this desperate existence Larry Ryan blamed everybody: the landlords, the politicians, the English, the ruling class. He was a fit and capable man, and the system gave him nothing but an earthen floor in a long damp thatched cottage. By the time he was thirty-five, Larry Ryan had already borne in his arms, from that cottage to the graveyard, three small white infant coffins supplied by the parish.

Such conditions raised no shouts. The Ryans typified hundreds of thousands of Irish, people who had little and received nothing. Larry Ryan scrabbled hard and responsibly for what he could earn, but— typical in another way— driven by bitterness and grind, he drank as much as he could get. His was an old tale, common and grim.

However, this lean, hardy man possessed some character, and his efforts to obtain employment never flagged. He might have caused havoc and hunger by failing to come straight home from work, but he knew that a life could be made, if only he had the chance. After the death of the third infant he managed to stand still and take stock.

His wife, Joan, had quiet ways and at last she had a moment in which she could try to make him hear. They could no longer be sure, she said, of the mortality of any new baby. She had borne ten children by the age of thirty seven had survived, and she had no idea how many more would arrive.

Although he listened, he took time to respond. But after two more— successful— pregnancies, Larry Ryan began to calm down. To everybody’s surprise he weaned himself off liquor. Life improved almost the same day; he got steady work and a second job, and the family’s hungers eased.

The trade-off, though, had a difficult edge. Alcohol had always softened him, and now a harder man appeared. Curt and sarcastic, with a new self-regard, he bore down on his home like a lout. He scrutinized, criticized, brutalized. All his children suffered, especially his wife’s two favorites. One of them, the oldest, was sent to an aunt in San Francisco at the age of twelve; her father’s “discipline” had blackened her eye in a chastening over chores. But the other, the second youngest child, Vincent, didn’t get away.

Vincent Patrick Ryan was born in 1892. A difficult birth dragged him by the head from the warm darkness near his mother’s heart to the damp light of a winter candle. Yet he emerged a most winning child, the sweetest of that brood. From the outset he charmed people, and when his many baby grimaces became indentifiable as little fat smiles, he gave them willingly and drew everybody to his light.

Except his father. Vincent grew up on a seesaw. His father scowled at him on sight, so his mother’s love went underground. She had made her bargain. The relief of a sober husband never dimmed, and she constantly sought to appease him. So she split her care of her second youngest; behind the scenes she cosseted Vincent and he clung to her neck, but openly she sided with the father’s bile. At each gibe and blow she winced inside; later, in secret, she spoke loving words as the child sat on her lap.

Larry Ryan, not unshrewd, saw the tactic and countered it. He saved his deepest cuts for Joan’s absence and spoke piercing words when alone with Vincent. Over and over he said, “You’re useless, that’s what you are.” Time after time he bent down and whispered his favorite taunt: “You’ll end up at the end of a rope. You’ll swing.”

At first Vincent had to have this explained. When his older brothers showed him the illustration of a hanged felon, he took the point with tears and fear— he was, at the time, four years old.

The siblings had been happy to tell him such tales. They saw the father’s attitude as a favorable wind. If they hoisted their sails and went with it, they might escape some of the daily ire. So they were glad to gang up on the small boy; he had too much charm for them anyway.

Who can say why Larry Ryan behaved so foully— and to such a golden child? As the three pregnancies before Vincent had been stillborn and Joan had almost died twice, had he feared that Vincent’s birth threatened his mother’s life? Was Vincent a replacement child for the three dead births, with all the attached black baggage? Or was the father simply being “normal”?

His behavior was not unique. Many Irish parents, especially the men, in all strata of society, dealt out similar abuse to their children, disguising rancor or plain dislike as discipline. Not a thought went toward feelings, not a breath spoke the word love—indeed, a church teaching suggested that children existed at their parents’ bidding.

Whatever the root of the behavior or the culture that supported it, an incident came one day that altered Vincent Ryan.

A winter evening, a Saturday night, a bath before bedtime. It was Vincent’s turn to wear the good clothes available for Mass next morning, and his mother loved showing him off. Two of the older boys carried the zinc tub from the yard and set it on the earth floor in front of the hearth. Their mother took down the heavy kettle of hot water from the hooks over the fire. With, next, the temperature established from a bucket of cold water, Vincent began to step in.

One of his brothers pushed him in horseplay and he stumbled and half fell. Water splashed everywhere, muddying the earthen floor. At that moment his father walked in on this scene and saw only one side of what he called “tomfoolery.” Larry Ryan took down the ash switch that he kept for punishments and cut its thin swish through the air. He grabbed the five-year-old by the ear, twisted him over into a jackknife, and lashed at the sweet pink body. Fifteen, twenty, twenty-five, thirty full-force laborer’s blows— nobody in that dim interior was counting.

An ash switch cuts the skin; it draws blood. The terrorized child twisted, screeched, and gasped. Released at last, he danced like a dervish in bewildered, unbearable, inconsolable pain.
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On the day after the shovel attack, Robert Shannon shone anew; his spirits seemed up, his energy strong. He showed no remorse because he had no remembrance—a feature of his condition.

Molly asked no questions about the blood on Joe’s arm and cheek; his eyes deterred her. That night he explained. Lying together, they invoked the agreement they had been offered by the priest who had asked them to watch out for this visitor. At the first sign of danger, he told them, the “poor young man” must move on. Ruthless it might be, but it would “save the fellow from himself.” The archbishop in America had made this clear.

Some doctors, based on observation of this new shell-shock phenomenon, had noted that the violent responses of the sufferers went two ways, introversion or extroversion; they attacked themselves or they attacked others. Men who continued to do both proved incurable.

Such success as they had seen came with those who graduated from attacking themselves to attacking others— it seemed to mean that the illness was being externalized: The sufferer was rejecting it, trying to put it outside of himself. Therefore, Robert’s attack on Joe O’Sullivan was a kind of progress, especially as Robert had not caused damage to himself for several months.

Deep in the night, in the small house at Tarbert, his hosts yearned for guidance. How could they send him onward? Wouldn’t that be throwing him out? They discussed Robert’s raised spirits and reasoned that he surely couldn’t have known what he’d done. Or, since he hadn’t uttered a word about it, he had wiped the attack from his memory. Either possibility gave them their tact and their tactic— if their guest didn’t feel he’d done anything wrong, they had no need to fear seeming vengeful.

And so, at breakfast, they played to his raised spirits. They wanted to take him on a “last trip,” they called it. To get his travels “started in earnest,” they said. The excursion would take him to the point where the Shannon met the ocean.

“And when your journey’s over, you can say you know your river from the source to the sea,” said Joe.

“We have to go to a funeral out that way,” said Molly.

“And Robert,” said Joe, “you’ll never in all your life see a funeral like this.”

They spun their wheels. Along the little farm roads they rode, by gorse and heather moors they rode, bursts of yellow and mauve, God’s colors for poor land. Through the tiny villages they rode—Ballylongford, Ballinaskreena, Ballyduff—and everybody they saw, every man, every shawled woman, and every child, waved a hand.

Joe, like a teacher, said, “Robert, Bally means town.”

Molly, sparkling in the sun, called, “Look below, Robert, look below!”

And far down to his right, over the tumbling moorland, a long long way beneath the road, Robert’s river shone in its widest, mightiest levels as it reached the sea. Ahead, the blue sky gleamed ever brighter as they drew closer to the ocean.

At a few minutes past noon they swooped down a rutted, sandy track into the seafront village of Ballyheigue. The funeral had already begun. Six thoughtful men carried the coffin from a house on the long, lone street. The church bell rang, a single toll at a time, the lonely sound that every village dreads. All the people followed together, their children trotting alongside.

Little in this scene had changed in hundreds of years. Perhaps the men’s jackets had shortened, and perhaps the women’s skirts. But the pale faces were the same in this long-lived breed. These tribes had seen Viking longboats and Spanish galleons and England’s horsemen colonists. These people had red hair with green eyes or black hair with dark eyes. Since the Stone Age, nobody here had been richer than anybody else; they ate the same food, scrabbled for the same life, shed the same tears.

Not all the cortege could fit in the church. While Molly went in, Joe and Robert stayed outside. Consequently, they heard no prayers, sang no hymns. Joe greeted many of the men who stood around the churchyard gate; among friends, he murmured and smoked.

An hour or more later, the cassocked priest emerged in his sash and black stole, followed by the pallbearers with their shiny load; in slow time a red-eyed widow appeared. The procession traveled back the way it had come, a long dark unhurried serpent filling the length and width of the street.

There came the traditional moment when the bearers halted outside the dead man’s house. After a minute of silence they moved off again, and to Robert’s surprise the pallbearers didn’t walk up to the obvious graveyard on the hill; they turned left and went down toward the sea, while the crowd kept climbing upward, though not into the graveyard.

“Watch,” Joe said to Robert, and the three of them halted at a high place with a clear view of the cliffs below. All around and behind them the mourners had gathered, the widow taking the frontmost place.

“This depends on the tide,” Joe whispered.

Molly added her piece: “And the tide is out at the minute, so you’ll see it all happening.”

Far below them, the pallbearers had now become as insects, slow black creatures who wrestled the coffin respectfully into a boat. A boatman tautened a rope and all six men embarked; they stood two by two, their hands on the polished bier. A few feet away from Robert, the priest raised his hand to bless. The boatman cast off and the hillside gazed down at the homespun funeral barge. Everybody could see, and now everybody began to speak to the prayers called up by the priest. The hum of the responses rose and fell, chanted speech, as the timeless rite escalated, filling the very air with a rough divinity.

By now the boatman had headed toward a ledge on the cliffs. Waves hissed and spat but they never bit because the morning remained benign.

The cliff had no mooring rings so the boatman drew close alongside. By skill he kept matters steady while the bearers balanced like dancers. When at last the boat snuggled up to the base of the towering black heights, the six men lifted the coffin and slid it onto the ledge.

Back in the rocking boat, all seven men stood and bowed their heads. High above them on the hill, the priest’s chanted prayers floated up to the sky. The boatman at last drew away, hauling back to the sandy shore. On the cliff’s ledge the sun set fire to the coffin’s bright brass plate.

Before Robert could ask a question, Molly spoke.

“This family has permission to bury its dead like this. When the tide comes in, it’ll lift the coffin off that ledge.”

Joe took up the story. “The coffin’ll go out on the next tide. And out there, a quarter of a mile or so, there’s a churchyard beneath the waves. It used to be on the land but the sea took it. When the coffin is over that spot, it’ll sink straight down.”

Molly ended the tale. “Tomorrow, the mourners will go out in boats and they’ll see the coffin gleaming up at them from the seabed through the clear water.”

Robert Shannon had known since a boy that if he ever went to look for his forebears he’d find treasure. And indeed the O’Sullivans had one more supernatural gift for him. They led him now across the hill and down to a low-lying farm.

In a sty, a meeting of pigs wallowed like grimy pink drunks. Chickens bobbed in the yard, red-combed and tough. Nobody appeared to halt or greet them; the farmers had gone to the funeral.

The trio stepped into a long milking shed. Slivers of sunlight leaked through gaps in the old stone walls. In single file they daintied their way through deep cow dung to the far end. Here, a large package swaddled in newspapers sat on a deep wide sill. Joe picked it up. Together he and Molly unwrapped and unwrapped; it began to look like that old joke, a matchbox disguised as a huge gift.

As they neared the end they grew timorous. Gingerly they peeled off layer after layer. The newspaper wrappings grew wetter and wetter, and at last Joe put his hand inside and said, “Here we are.”

From the swaddles he produced a stone, dripping wet, and handed it to Robert.

“Take a good look. They call it an amulet.”

Gray with blue veins, the size of an ostrich egg, it oozed water. Robert’s hands grew damp; he tried to mop the amulet on his jacket, on his sleeve— but the stone would not be dried. Shuddering, he handed it back.

Molly said, “The only time that stone dries out is when a member of this family dies.”

Joe added, “And not just the family living here— but when anyone of this name dies anywhere in the world.”

Molly rounded off the miracle. “And at the moment of death a blue light appears in the air, over the shed outside and in here, straight above where the stone sits. To mark that death.”

All three stood for a moment, considering this mystery.

Back in Tarbert that night the O’Sullivans anticipated the next day. What time would Robert leave? Would he be safe? Deep in their bed, they began to enumerate the various improvements they had detected. He had more or less stopped the alarming headshaking. Nor did he tremble for no reason; in the early days he would twitch fantastically, a wild dance of his arms and legs. And, Molly said, “That jumping-to-attention thing” had now ceased. They felt calm as to their own powers; they had done their best.

One matter plagued them: They had no means of handing him on, no contacts. Their local priest had said he himself wouldn’t drop by until their visitor had gone. His avoidance must be part of the planned care— they had been told Robert must not know of this network. All they could do was send him onward with a smile and leave the rest to the mysteries of the Church.

The Catholic priesthood in Ireland came from ancient roots. First there were druids, powerful and aloof; they moved thunder through the clouds and read kingship in the runes. Then came Saint Patrick with his crozier from Rome, instructing monks to build abbeys. For a time this monastic Celtic Church had a life of its own, a kind of homespun orthodoxy— but it had to hew closer to Rome when the seventh-century popes cracked the whip.

Since then, the Irish clergy had swung in a turbulent arc, from artists of genius bejeweling their monasteries to pariahs of the countryside hiding in the woods— because a different romance prevailed during the 1600s, when priests were outlawed.

England wanted Protestant subjects for a Protestant crown, and therefore they banned Catholicism. For two centuries, priests became fugitives with bounties on their heads. Then, in 1829, the Catholic Emancipation Act made priests into heroes again. Penny collections built huge local churches. The parish became the effective unit— and the Vatican loved it.

By the turn of the century, the priests of Ireland had climbed to new heights. The respect they received was intense and remarkable, especially out in the fields.

Knowing this power of the Irish Church, especially in the countryside, Anthony Isidore Sevovicz, a shrewd church politician and a country boy himself, had had the brilliant idea of the Shannon network.

The first word of the so-called Irish Project came from Cardinal O’Connell’s office in Boston— and it came out of the blue. Robert’s parents gasped; they thought such a journey would kill their beloved son. Sevovicz, who had had no advance warning of the plan, felt the same horror. As it became obvious that O’Connell himself was behind it and his directives granted no latitude, the Shannon parents grieved.

Moved by their anguish, Archbishop Sevovicz railed against His Eminence. He believed he had been given exclusive care of Father Shannon; why was he not consulted? But, ultimately, the Irish Project was foisted on him too; like Robert’s parents, he couldn’t fight back. In essence, the cardinal’s plan to banish his troublesome priest had sprung from Robert’s own wishes. He had evidently once told the cardinal how much he wanted to find the Shannon family roots.

Sevovicz had then hoped that Robert’s medical team would veto the project, but to his disappointment they more or less hailed it. Father Shannon had been more stable than they’d expected. Yes, he was a long way from full renewal, but he had risen to a tolerable plateau of self-control.

“Surely,” said Sevovicz, “he now needs to rebuild himself. Especially as he seems firmer with each passing day?”

“Of course,” said Dr. Greenberg. “And that’s what an independent trip will help to do.”

But could he make it? the archbishop wondered. Indeed he could, the doctor believed. The young man needed peace, and he needed to follow this boyhood dream.

Was he fit to travel? Dr. Greenberg conceded that he had some concerns. The young man seemed to have lost his belief center. There was still a notable and noticeable fragility of spirit. Who knew what triggered his sudden rages?

But the archbishop had to agree that, yes, unquestionably if bizarrely Robert’s capacity for steadiness seemed to improve after each fracas. Was he somehow burning the shock from his heart? Cauterizing his soul’s wounds with the heat of his rages? Every consultation that Sevovicz had with Dr. Greenberg ran at least twice its allotted length as the big, bony archbishop asked more and more questions.

Desperate for some means of protecting the young priest, he said he might accompany Father Shannon to Ireland. What good would that do? Dr. Greenberg had asked. The point was to let the recovering young man find his feet in a place he wanted to visit. “Otherwise,” said Dr. Greenberg, “the two of you might as well walk the coast of Massachusetts.”

Failing in this quarter, Sevovicz went back again to O’Connell’s office and tried to bargain: no good. He railed again: to no effect. Father Shannon, he was told, had expressed to the cardinal a desire to find his ancestral origins in Ireland; the archdiocese would pay for his journey. Was the cardinal, Sevovicz asked himself, taking advantage? Of course he was.

He tried another tack. “His father wishes to travel with him.”

Not a good idea. His Eminence wants Father Shannon to have every opportunity of rediscovering his vocation.

After that, nobody bothered to reply; the cardinal wanted his young cleric out of the way— and soon. The trip was finally couched as a homily, freighted with words like pilgrimage and healing. But such language was the wrapping on the package that makes the bomb look like a gift.

Defeated by superior forces, Sevovicz went back to his own roots. He knew how the Church worked at the parish level and how the Church worked for bishops. And he also knew that his dear young protégé was about to walk across a land where every cleric had clout.

The Archdiocese of Boston sang with Irish names, and the Vatican, Sevovicz’s own most recent station, was pulled by many Irish strings.

Once he had taken the temperature, he’d reckoned that yes, the Irish clergy and their Catholic flock would vigorously relish helping an American priest. In his mind he saw the handing-on process clearly, and selecting the dioceses where bishops and priests could and would help became a matter of mere geography. He wrote his letters.

Each Irish bishop replied. Each Irish bishop understood. Each Irish bishop offered help in any form, in every way. They grasped and applauded the principle of the journey. And they saw and appreciated the care implicit in the idea of the network. Each prelate undertook to write to his appropriate local clergy; they supplied Sevovicz with the names, addresses, and even thumbnail profiles of the relevant priests.

Thus the Irish Project got under way, buttressed by the security of these watchful men, and Sevovicz felt somewhat easier in his mind.
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At nine o’clock Monday morning, 3 July 1922, Robert Shannon crossed the invisible county border from Kerry into Limerick and walked toward the village of Foynes.

“Watch out,” Joe had told him, “for a hill called Knockpatrick. It’s where Saint Patrick stood to bless the rest of the west. He wouldn’t go any farther; he was afraid of us.”

By the gateway to the little house, Robert had offered his thanks. When he had first arrived at the O’Sullivans’ he’d spoken— if at all— in short sentences: hesitant, tentative, dull. But he had grown less jerky, as the days sauntered by, and had framed longer speeches. Of late he had even asked questions, gathering small information, which he repeated to himself many times.

Essentially, he was restocking his brain. The guerrillas in the fields and the soldiers on the river had not caused a serious halt. His recovery maintained its nervous course.

On this bright morning he had even asked, “What does the name Tarbert mean?”

“An isthmus,” Joe had said. “Yes. We think it might be a very old name, because if you look”—he pointed across the river—”the only chance of a small piece of land connecting two bigger pieces is over there. But they weren’t joined since the Ice Age.”

Robert had shaken hands with each of them and set off in the warm air. Shep had trotted with him, tongue like pink rubber; Joe and Molly had stood, waving. Molly had whistled for the dog— on her fingers again, Robert had waved back one more time, and then they had all slipped from his view as he rounded the bend in the road.

Sixteen nights Robert had stayed in Tarbert, and a good measure of strength had come back to him there. In shards and fragments, he recalled things he had forgotten. Small mosaics of memory formed in his mind, jigsaws of personal lore. They amounted to a significant advance, even if they still dissolved before a composed picture was set.

Now one of these fragments snagged him. Next day was Julia Shannon’s birthday, since childhood a red-letter day in Robert’s year. That morning, as he left Tarbert, he almost remembered it. Something nagged at him, and he said aloud to himself, “Tomorrow: a special day.” He wondered whether it indeed had to do with his mother, but that was as far as it went. He struggled for a while to rake up the extra memory. It lingered at the edge of his mind, like a half-wild animal that won’t come into the house; then he gave up and strode on. Dr. Greenberg would have called that progress.

The Shannon River flows quietly past these roads. Widened out and diluted now by the spread of her own estuary, she is twice daily pushed back upon herself by a larger grandeur, the incoming tide from the sea. Farther up, she has always been in command, a stream of mixed pace, dominating the land through which she flows. She has an exotic spirit: There are rapids, lakes, stylish falls, and oxbows.

Not a safe river, she has a temperament all her own. She can throw waves up to thirty feet high; she owns lakes as long as twenty-five miles; she has sweet and plump tributaries. Her riparian living has an ancient feel and her lands can be enviably fertile— if she chooses to bestow an untroubled year.

But her pools and eddies are as wild as the human spirit and rise from as deep a source. The way she caresses her riverbanks, the way she inundates fields with her savaging floods— these extremes of behavior all spring from a soul that dwells far beneath the plates of the country’s bedrock.

Her catchment covers 5,800 square miles—almost one-fifth the area of all Ireland—and she flows for 215 miles, from an infinite hole in the lean stony ground of Leitrim and Cavan in the north to the hardy Atlantic headlands of Kerry and Clare in the southwest.

Her people know their river like they know their weather. The farmers alongside the Shannon live at her whim. How often has she flooded their fields without warning? On how many mornings have they seen their trees standing like elephants’ feet in the water when the floodplain broadens out for several miles on either side of the river’s normal course, causing silent havoc? No wonder that she was, to medieval poets, “the spacious Shannon spreading like a sea.”

And she has a tribe of her own, committed to tussling with her: the Shannon boatmakers. They have a skill some call an art; they make a craft dedicated to conquering the river. Some of them live in houses that can only be reached by water. They’ve always been people of instinct, alert to the river’s moods.

In truth, the Shannon has never offered an easy life to anybody. Crossings are scattered; bridges occur infrequently—on average, no more than every twelve miles or so. But in Robert Shannon’s time she could still be forded here and there, as she often was in the past, and to great historical effect.

She is one of the great and ancient rivers of the world— Ireland’s Nile, a baby Mississippi— and she has long been recognized as such. She was powerful enough to attract the geographer Ptolemy; three hundred years before Christ, his maps bent whole countries out of shape, but he accurately grasped the line of the Shannon. A thousand years later, her water meadows lured monks to her banks, able to see God in the sweetness of the stream. And after them, up the river, came the longboat Vikings to ransack the sacred gold.

Robert Shannon had chosen well for history, geography, mood, and lore. Ahead of him lay a journey that would unfold to him three fine gifts: hope, story, and reward. The hope, dimly in place as a glimmer from childhood, came from his belonging to such a great natural force.

After all, his river could be called the mightiest in the world— if measured in proportion to the nation that it serves.

And, this being Ireland, the story element lay ahead in abundance— rich story, both narrated and experienced; the story in the word history; the story that comes up out of the very ground, out of ancient earth, all light and color and fire, and no shortage of voices to tell and embellish it.

As for reward, he faced an unusual experience, often sought by travelers and diminishingly available today. He could actually capture, in great part, the sense, the moral style, and the tempo of the same country his forebears had left a couple of centuries earlier. This nineteen-twenties voyager across Ireland traveled in old times— and, his journey now at last begun in earnest, he could look around him with livelier eyes.

His map gave him no idea of what textures lay ahead; he had only the road in red ink. But the place-names called to him like bells: Glin, Limerick, Castleconnell, Killaloe, Portumna, Athlone. He felt steadier; he was excited. For a moment that morning—just one moment—he had been a little rocky. When he lost sight of the O’Sullivans, the familiar stricture of fear reached his throat. He swallowed hard, as Dr. Greenberg had instructed, and it worked. By now the urge to claw at his mouth was no more than a faint memory of a distasteful reflex. He no longer put his fingers down his throat until he retched.

Molly had packed sandwiches and hard-boiled eggs and instructed him not to eat them all at once. Nevertheless he opened the packet and savored the welter of tastes. He argued to himself that he didn’t know when he’d eat that day. The O’Sullivans had never queried him as to where he might next come to rest— and Robert never observed that they felt no need to ask.

When they talked about him that night, as they did almost every day for a month after he’d gone, they again mentioned his eyes. Robert knew about them himself from his proud mother; Julia said that he’d inherited their color from her own grandfather, a man who’d owned whaling ships out of New Bedford and whose eyes had the faded blue of distant seas. Now those eyes viewed the road and the river ahead.

When the Irish Project was finally mapped out, the archbishop sat Robert down. He had arranged the room’s two leather armchairs face-to-face, a few feet apart.

“I have to look at you, Robert, into your face, into your eyes, as I tell you this.”

In his farmer’s walk he lumbered down the room and locked the door. When he came back, Robert sat upright, waiting.

Once in his chair, Anthony Sevovicz sent a massive hand over his large face. As usual, he used twenty words where one would have done.

“If I have judged your vital matters accurately, Robert, if I have measured the progress of your spirit in the way that best tells me how you are feeling—and shows me the point to where your recovery has progressed— I believe you are indeed ready to undertake this Irish journey.”

Then, as he did with everything, he made himself the most important person in the exchange.

“I myself am familiar with adventures. I too have walked a great journey. It is important to you that I tell you about it. In the month before my ordination to the priesthood, I suffered deep qualms of faith and vocation. Did I truly wish to serve God in this exclusive manner, or was I merely attempting to dress myself in good cloth—and, of course, please my parents? A son who is a priest carries his parents to God. Ordination would also make me the most important member of my large family. Poland is like that; in Poland, the priest is the prince of the family. I would become such a prince, and I would also become a prince of the Church.”

The archbishop had hands as big as garden spades, with chewed fingernails. His incapacity to speak briefly stemmed from his love of authority. Robert, even though emotionally less than complete, had learned how to nip in when the big man paused for breath.

“I understand, Your Grace.”

“Therefore, when I was about to be ordained, I took advantage of the seminary’s offer of time for contemplation before final vows. I decided to go to Warsaw, to the big city. This was not, as you might immediately think, an essay to test myself against the pleasures of a brighter life. I sought the journey more than I needed the destination. So I walked. I walked and I walked. A long journey: many days, many hours, many nights and mornings. That is, in part, why I believe that you should undertake this travel to Ireland. I, in my peregrination, had but a month. You shall have as long as you need.”

A sharper Robert might have found a delicate way to bring the archbishop to the point, but as it was he merely listened.

“In my walking I contemplated— as I had intended— my vocation. And in my walking I met and examined people, ordinary people of Poland— good people. I looked at them closely; I observed what they did. More important, I tried to measure”—he paused—”measure. To measure. Music is measured. Yes, measure. I tried to measure how they did what they did. Did I know what I was seeking from them? Looking for? In them? Yes, I think so. I was seeking to measure commitment. Vocation, if you like. Yes, vocation. Calling.”

He leaned forward. Robert returned his gaze with, as ever, the trust of a child.

“I see that you understand me, Robert. This is wonderful.”

Sevovicz had always wept easily, and now he shed a tear.

“Go on your journey, Robert. Go to Ireland. Go to your holy river. Think of vocation. Big letters.” He raised his voice a little, but carefully, given Robert’s antipathy to noise. “V-O-C-A-T-I-O-N, Robert. Vocation. And measure your vocation against those whom you meet. Observe the ordinary people in their ordinary callings. I did; they taught me. You will see what I mean. They will teach you.”

Robert Shannon had always possessed a good stride. In the army it improved when he marched all day. Since then he had gained further strength, which could keep him going for miles. The archbishop had trained him in this. Those long walks they took, many miles at random and then regular afternoons, building up pace first, to establish confidence, and then distance, to establish stamina— Anthony Sevovicz put major faith in the powers of walking and its rhythms.

It helped that he and Robert had similarly long legs. And it helped that Sevovicz had been a considerable track athlete, his seminary’s middle-distance champion. Sevovicz had a naive psychology of walking. “Walking takes us forward, Robert. We cannot slip back while we are moving forward.”

After Tarbert, then, Robert strode onward in a northeasterly direction, up toward the heart of Ireland. He had no cultural sense of where he was going. He knew nothing of the textures waiting ahead. He would only— for the moment— tick off place-names on a map.

In the first quarter hour he ate all the food that Molly had packed for him. Rarely did he take his eyes off the river. He walked and he looked and he looked and he walked. A traveler to his rear, observing him from a few yards’ distance, would have seen this tall thin walker’s impressive stride and would have strained to keep up with him.

Carried by that stride, Robert reached a long natural archway of trees, whose cathedral shade he relished. As he cleared the arches he saw, just ahead on his right, an elaborate miniature castle. It turned out to be a gateway with a pair of towers and a crust of battlements along the top. Through this structure he saw its parent, a full-blown castle with a façade as stretched as a parade that ended in a tall citadel. White, with battlements, it looked like an iced cake, with each corner rounded and windowed. Robert stopped at the gateway, intrigued by this echo of France: a château in an Irish field.

A tiny girl in a cream lace dress popped out from under the gateway tower. She looked at Robert with suspicion— and then beckoned to him and turned away. He stopped and looked after her; she turned and beckoned again, so Robert followed her across the grass margin of the road. She walked several yards farther, deep into the property, but Robert hesitated. Then, from behind him, he heard grunts of effort and looked over his shoulder. A man dripping wet, in a one-piece black bathing suit, climbed over the wall from the direction of the river. He stepped into the roadway and nodded to Robert.

“I rather like the water as cold as this. Good to be braced, eh? Oh, that’s my daughter, Miranda.” One strap of the bathing suit had slipped off his shoulder. His skin glowed a gentle mauve, and some green weed decorated his bald patch. He held out a dripping hand and smiled; Robert shook the clammy fingers.

The wet man padded barefoot through the arched gateway and hobbled up the graveled driveway toward the castle, overtaking his small daughter, who had stopped. Miranda waited for Robert to catch up, and when he did she set off again.

Ahead of them, near the longer part of the building, the man who said he was her father stopped and peeled off his sodden bathing suit, threw it onto the grass, and walked naked into the house, his lank, sickly white buttocks swallowed by a closing door.

Miranda led Robert around the corner of the castle into a wide lawned garden with evergreen topiary. A row of cone-shaped shrubs stood on the grass like green servants; gravel paths stretched between them. Miranda spun left; Robert felt the rucksack swing across his shoulders as he turned sharply to follow her.

They passed from the castle’s immediate vicinity and into wilder gardens. In the distance, Jersey cows, their tan-colored hides peacefully wrinkled, browsed in an open field.

The child climbed a stile in a stone wall, and when Robert followed he found himself on a farm lane rutted with tracks. They followed this for fifty yards or so, until they came to a fork. One branch of the lane led off toward sheds and farm buildings, and the other, now taken by Robert and Miranda, led into darkness at noon. The shade was caused by a garden of huge plants, greater and taller than anything Robert had ever before seen. These enormous gunneras— and the palm trees in the next field— received their license to grow wild from the balmy climate of the North Atlantic drift, the Gulf Stream licking Ireland’s shores.

Miranda had skin like cream enamel, red spots on her cheeks like a painted doll, and hair shiny black as a crow’s wing. She led Robert under the great tall leaves to a fallen tree trunk that had been set with cracked old china cups, plates, a teapot with no lid, and discarded cutlery, most of which had no handles. As a tablecloth she had spread one of the giant leaves. Robert fingered its velvety surface as he stood and looked at the table with its settings and at the tremendous foliage above his head blocking the day. The light darkened further and it began to rain; he felt no more than a drop or two but heard the heavy raindrops plodding down on the thick vegetation. Miranda hadn’t spoken a word.

Robert had scant experience with small children. An only child with few— and older— cousins, he had no relations of his own age. And since he had spent most of his early life in boarding school, he had known little social time with anyone younger than himself. All he could do now was watch and be led.

Miranda looked at him from under her bangs of black hair and picked up one of the teacups. Silently she grasped the teapot and poured a cup of invisible tea. She lurched toward Robert, handed him the cup, and began to pour into another cup. She drank and Robert did the same, tipping his cup back to the last drop, as did Miranda, and she nodded her approval.

She took the empty cup from him and laid it on the table, put her thumb in her mouth, took his hand, and led him out of the greenery. The rain, sudden to start, had been sudden to stop. This time they walked in the opposite direction and soon emerged on a neater and more cultivated part of the estate.

An old farm building with graceful ruined walls stood beneath some trees. Silently she took him inside the ruin and pointed to a bench with old blankets, then made an elaborate gesture which he took to mean that she sometimes rested there. She also showed him a small wooden chest with, inside, two dolls asleep in a little bed.

Outside again, they walked on and reached the rear of the main building. Miranda, her bright hair gleaming beside Robert’s elbow, opened a door. They stood on the large gray and black stone flags of the castle hallway. Sunlight polished the air, and Robert caught a seminary odor of beeswax. His eyes widened with delight. A mahogany table, dark and rich, stood against one wall. Carved swags of fruit dripped from beneath its edges; the top shoulder of each leg bore a confident sculpted face; each ball-and-claw foot dominated its sector of the floor. Sometime, somewhere, a god had feasted at this table.

The walls of the hallway wore the color of mushroom; tall mirrors glittered on some, and on one wall hung the painting of a woman in an ornate yellow gown; she had chosen not to smile for the artist. In a corner stood a marble statue on a pedestal, a draped lady, cool and reserved, wishing to be alone. On the floor by each of the six doors stood jade vases mad with dragons, and serene porcelain urns. Other pottery and china sat in random little sets around the hall, on tables and on windowsills.

From where he stood, Robert could glimpse distant rooms. As alluring as jeweled caves, they had brilliant glass jars, long tapestries, chairs of velvet and chintz. He began to move in their direction, but Miranda commandeered his hand again. She led him firmly up a staircase and along a creaking passageway. Here the walls carried maps of riverside lands and boating charts; they might have been drawn by orderly spiders whose legs had been dipped in brown ink.

Miranda pointed to a yellow door and then to herself and made the same sleep indication that he had seen in the ruined building outside: hands under her cheek, head to one side, eyes closed. Then she pointed to Robert and, still using the same gesture, showed him a green door, as much as to say, And you will sleep in here.

She led Robert through the green door into a room of green walls, where curtains fell from the ceiling to the floor in great swags of green and yellow, partly obscuring the windows. Pointing to the bed, she walked backward to the door, waved her fingers, and disappeared, closing the door. Robert would not have been surprised to hear a bolt slam home.

He hauled the rocky haversack off his back and sat in a deep armchair. Too tired for the moment to address the puzzle of this establishment, he looked all around the room and then gazed out on the river. The place had a draping peace— and yet the child had seemed disturbed. A clock somewhere chimed noon. He leaned back in the chair and fell immediately into a deep sleep.

Did he dream? Since being in France, Robert Shannon had dreamed almost every time he’d fallen asleep. When he had first come to the O’Sullivans’ house, he’d hoped in vain that the dreams might stop, to give him ease from their fractured sights. Over the days and nights, though, they grew somewhat lighter. True, he still saw the fangs of war, but he also had mornings when he awoke more calmly, throbbing to softer melodies.

Had he been more aware, more astute about his own emotions, he would have identified the fact that the quality of his dreams had a connection to his level of exhaustion. Now, in this white castle by the river, tired but not fatigued, he dreamed safer dreams, brief and with pleasant comfort.

In one fragment, his father sat at the table in Sharon, reading a newspaper— that was all. In another, a horse seemed to clomp along somewhere, a tawny docile animal. He dreamed something about the nurse at Belleau Wood, Nurse Kennedy; she had tied back her hair and he was asking her about it. In the same fragment, Robert sat in a deep peaceful armchair, safe and thoughtful, while Nurse Kennedy stood quiet and watchful nearby. And he dreamed about the archbishop; he often dreamed about the archbishop.

Few of his own priests back in Poland liked Archbishop Anthony Sevovicz. They thought him too political, too self-seeking, too shrewd for the open face of priesthood. Also, they felt uncomfortable in his presence; at six feet five, he loomed over most of them, and they knew he used his physical size to intimidate them.

More than that, he kept them at a distance. He never made confidants of his clergy; he shared no diocesan or other church secrets with them; for his own confession he went outside his own archdiocese to Lublin.

Sevovicz had come to the United States in the summer of 1920 because Cardinal William “Bill” O’Connell, the controversial Archbishop of Boston, had his hand forced by the Vatican. Rome wanted an extra pair of eyes in the archdiocese, and they sent in Sevovicz as a coadjutor bishop. “This crazy Pole,” as O’Connell called him, spoke excellent English. He had been sold to the cardinal by Vatican contacts as an excellent fixer, a man who could troubleshoot all problems of a personal nature.

And he would need to be all of these things, because nobody else in any American church of any denomination at that time wielded the power and influence of Bill O’Connell. A deal maker, a turner of the blind eye, a force of nature, he ran the Archdiocese of Boston with a rare and spectacular ruthlessness. He conducted his world like an emperor and wrapped his secular dealings, which were numerous and, to many, unbecoming, in the purple of the episcopacy.

His Eminence lived richly, with obviously expensive tastes. He built a lavish house— not for nothing was this prelate’s residence called a palace. He was as tough as teak and his flock loved him; with them he was unassailable, because the Catholics of Boston had long needed a religious hero. They still suffered from the long whip of anti-Catholicism, endemic all across North America since the Pilgrims, but now they had a warlord who took on the Protestant Brahmins.

The Boston Catholics also loved O’Connell’s force of personality.

They loved his style. How could they not chuckle with delight at the fact that their own man, their Cardinal Bill, had held up a pope’s election until he was there to vote?

His clergy, however, saw him differently. Many condemned the way he managed his episcopacy. He made all his appointments with a view to total control. His bishops, administrators, diocesan committee members, senior clergy— they all knew they had been chosen for docility. Of the three holy vows that priests took, their archbishop most wanted obedience. As to poverty and chastity— those, he seemed to think, were their own business.

All across the American Catholic hierarchy, he had numerous detractors. Some spoke their ferocity in private; others stood up, loud and vocal. And still O’Connell sailed on, visible, hard-minded, and aware, being an archbishop with his right hand and a profiteering manipulator with his left, stirring up strong emotions all around him, from the intense love of his relatives, friends, and flock to the wild fury of his opponents in the Church.

He first came directly into Robert Shannon’s life in 1914. In Boston on Pentecost Sunday, Robert had been one of the twelve young men in long white linen albs who prostrated themselves on the sanctuary floor of the cathedral for ordination to the priesthood. Their outstretched hands almost touched the two steps that led to the episcopal throne, where sat His Eminence in his scarlet and white.

That was the name by which the ordinands and the entire See of New England knew him: His Eminence. Throughout Robert’s studenthood, His Eminence had been mentioned in the seminary every day, spoken of with fascination. And although they wished he would visit them, the students had been content to know that one day he would lay his hands upon them and make them priests. Until that moment, Robert, in common with the other eleven young men, had never seen him.

Among the pews cordoned off with purple ropes for the families, Robert’s parents watched. Ordination Day crowned lives. Every Irish tribe in Boston wanted its own priest and revered him when he got there. Many boys used this as a pathway to the family’s pride of place— or, often, to evade the attentions of a brutal father, whose behavior toward his son now had to change. No one dared strike a man of God.

Many who were less crucially invested still found the ordination ceremony moving unto tears. All present thought it impressive; liturgy as theater hallmarks the Church.

After his ordination, the day when he first looked into the cardinal’s eyes, Robert Shannon found His Eminence appearing in his dreams. They were not sweet dreams; they had shadows in them, and heavy footsteps. They had edge to them, and garish colors. They seethed with unease, and they took Robert to the edge of despair, with feelings that he couldn’t explain when he woke up.

For long months at a time those dreams did not recur, and he went about his parish and community work. But then, when he had first come under the care of Anthony Sevovicz, he had begun to dream of the cardinal again. He told Archbishop Sevovicz so— told him hesitantly, with care. Sevovicz looked at him with astonishment.

“This is bad, very bad, too bad, because as Dr. Greenberg and I have both seen, Robert, you only dream about things that truly scare you. Guns. Shells exploding. Wounds— big, wide, red wounds. Pieces of bodies. And now His Eminence, the cardinal. We must not tell him. What do you dream of him?”

Robert could never coherently recall entire dreams; he could pluck an image here, repeat a scene there, a face from somewhere else.

“A very large automobile,” he had said. “He is sitting in the back.” Or, another time: “A feast. He is eating. At the head of the table.”

“Naturally,” Sevovicz had said. “Are there other people there, Robert? Are you there?”

Robert had nodded.

“And am I there?”

Robert had frowned and shaken his head, and Sevovicz had jumped up and swung his arms.

“Yes, yes, I can see that His Eminence might have a feast to which I might not be invited. You dream very truly, Robert, you dream very truly.”

Now, in a strange château on the banks of the Shannon River—his river— Robert had been dreaming of the cardinal again, and of the archbishop too, and he heard the archbishop calling him, answered, “Yes, Your Grace!” and awoke with a jump— to a knock on the door.

Miranda marched in, leading a woman who carried a tray.

“Hallo, sir,” said the woman, the housekeeper, and inspected the stranger top to toe in a single glance. “You’re very welcome here, sir. Bacon and cabbage, sir, for lunch today. And a glass of our own milk.”

Heavy footsteps lumbered along the corridor outside.

“Oh, here’s the boss now,” said the woman.

The man of the bathing suit and subsequent nakedness had changed into a tweed jacket, check shirt, striped tie, and twill pants; he stood in the doorway and looked all around.

“Hah, you’ve met Mrs. Harty” he said. “She’ll look after you, won’t you, Mrs. Harty?” Turning to face Robert directly, he said, “So you’re another of Miranda’s pals. Don’t do what the last one did.”

He winked, turned, and walked away.

“Drank all the boss’s drink,” whispered Mrs. Harty. “A fella from Roscommon. A cattle dealer, he said he was.”

Miranda ran after her father and didn’t come back for some moments. Mrs. Harty took the opportunity to come out with fast whispered words.

“Sir, the child. She’s six years old, she don’t talk since her mother drownded in the river. Out there in front of our faces, she went down like a stone and we all watching her. And the father. The poor man goes out every day of his life winter and summer to try and find her ‘cause they never found the body. And the child hasn’t talked since that day ‘twas last summer. The poor woman was only thirty. And lovely too.”

Miranda came back and rearranged the items on Robert’s tray.

“Now, sir, you’re an American, are you?” said Mrs. Harty, louder again.

Robert nodded.

Miranda and Mrs. Harty stood there, hands folded, and stared while Robert ate lunch. He felt no distress at this— the archbishop did it all the time. Mrs. Harty took away the tray and Miranda took Robert by the hand again.

This odd pair, the tall silent man and the little silent girl, spent the rest of the day roaming the estate— but always as far away from the river as Miranda could get. Inside the back door of the house, she collected her pet crow, Henry, in his cage. After some minutes walking, she handed the cage to Robert— and Henry spent the afternoon trying to reach out with his beak and peck Robert’s hand through the bars of the cage. He had already pecked the edges of a postcard threaded between the bars a long time ago; the faded handwriting said To Miranda—Happy Birthday from Mama.

They wandered all over the place. Robert had to inspect the new plow, he had to caress the ducklings, he had to stroke the foal. Then Miranda chose a place to rest, a strange little building out of sight of the house, down at the bottom of a steep field, a shed full of old benches. Henry cawed a lot and swayed to and fro on the carved silver fork that someone had stuck between the bars of his cage as a perch.

With elaborate selection, Miranda chose a bench for them. She sat with her short legs swinging; then she leaned against Robert, put her thumb in her mouth, and dozed. The rain came in from the west, and a few specks touched Robert’s face through the broken walls. He put an arm around the child’s shoulder.

After an hour or so, she walked him back to the house as the cows were being taken home for milking. In his room she made straight for his rucksack. He thought to stop her but held back. Miranda began to unpack the bag and arrange things in drawers and on shelves; it was clear that she wanted him to stay.

Robert sat in a chair and watched. She respected each item and handled everything with care. He carried little: four light changes of underwear, four pairs of socks, a spare pair of pants, and three extra shirts. Miranda took his toiletries into the bathroom, smelled the soap, hung the facecloth on a hook. She found his letter of introduction but proved unable to read it and restored it to its pocket, having first caressed what remained of the wax seal on the envelope. When the bag was empty, she stowed it in the closet, dusted off her hands with an air of accomplishment, and winked at Robert.

That evening, six people sat at the long dining table. One elderly man, never identified, kept falling asleep, to be awakened by the woman beside him— who might have been his daughter, judging by their matching mustaches. She wore a bright red and yellow bandanna around her head, with the ends trailing down her neck, and she hummed tunes under her breath. Now and then she raised a dizzy eyebrow and smiled at Robert.

The father sat at one end, looking ahead like the captain of a lonely ship; Miranda, at the other end, perched on cushions and wielded a silver spoon much too large for her tiny hands. Robert sat beside a smiling woman in a cream dress, who whispered, “Humor us. This is an eccentric table. So— complete silence, eh?”

A few minutes later she said, slightly louder than a whisper, “This house breaks my heart.”

The father coughed loudly, and Miranda put a shushing finger to her lips.

During dinner, two candles sputtered out, spraying flecks of blackened grease on the white lace tablecloth. Miranda’s father reached forward and pinched the dead wicks. He sat peculiarly: head erect, looking into space.

Since he was a very tall man, his height and straight posture made the food’s journey from his plate to his mouth dangerously long. And he was largely unsuccessful; at each spillage and splash, Mrs. Harty summoned with a small bell rung by Miranda, came in from the kitchen with a damp cloth and murmured, “There we are now, sir, there we are,” as she wiped each surface, from waistcoat to table.

Robert had not been in such unknown company since his last hospital stay. After he was discharged, he had lived in close domestic proximity only to Archbishop Sevovicz. His responses, therefore, had been coming from a more or less static vocabulary of emotions. Nor had he been seriously challenged in the O’Sullivans’ house. Their quietness and unfaltering amiability had bedded him down. As a first exposure, not only to Ireland but to the world at large, he could not have done better than the O’Sullivans for comfort and ease.

Here, in this eccentric place, he faced a very different culture, beginning with the food. He looked down at his plate, course after course, and wondered if he had ever tasted anything so good. In fact he had, and quite recently—Sevovicz had the appetites of a bon vivant, and long before that Robert’s own family household had always eaten well— but Robert’s appetite had not then returned from the war. Indeed, for his first weeks with Sevovicz he came to almost no meals, and when dinner was served he was often to be found outside, jabbering to himself among the trees.

Now his palate woke up with a cheer. Dinner began with spicy potato and parsnip soup, accompanied by soda bread hot from the oven. Next came lamb with thrilling flat beans and new potatoes glistening with butter. For dessert, Mrs. Harty served a broad deep wedge of apple pie, on which she poured half a pitcher of thick cream. Robert concentrated on his food like a scholar translating a text.

The room that evening heard little sound other than the smacked lips of eating. Miranda attacked her dessert more vigorously than she had approached the other food. The guests made appreciative gurgles, and the old man snored on. Miranda’s father failed to bring a single spoonful intact to his lips. Mrs. Harty fetched yet another damp cloth and mopped him over and over.

When they finished dinner, the day had almost left the sky. Seen through the windows, the river’s surface glowed like a sheet of light. Inside the room, silent except for Mrs. Harty’s footsteps creaking across the floor, darkness fell to accompany the quiet. The old man with the mustache woke briefly, blinked many times, and again fell asleep.

As Robert ate his last mouthful, he sat back and bowed his head a little.

“Habit. Pure habit, grace at meals,” said Miranda’s father, misinterpreting Robert’s bowed head. “Unsavory stuff, prayer.”

Silence fell again.

By now in his life, Robert Shannon understood silence— it was perhaps his clearest understanding. He grasped that it had as much to do with hearing nothing as with saying nothing. Those who assessed him after his second collapse tested him with readings full of emotional content. They read him the most moving passages from Charles Dickens; they read him humor; they read him stirring poems by Longfellow and Tennyson; they read him Mark Twain. Others watched to see whether he responded.

They found him uneven at first; he never quite laughed, he never quite cried, but he did respond a little. As time passed these responses dwindled, and they concluded that he had begun to close down. Dr. Greenberg believed his lack of response would prove the harbinger to another great emotional upheaval, and he told his colleagues to anticipate a total speech loss— or, as he put it, speech denial. He told Archbishop Sevovicz that Father Shannon was probably refusing to speak.

“By which I do not mean, Your Grace, that he has decided he will not speak. His mind— you might call it his spirit— has said that he will not speak, and the man is simply following his own dark orders. Unusually so. Most catatonics that we’ve seen are in a stupor. No energy. No initiative. No action. Not with this man; this seems to be a conviction. But who can tell, since he won’t? Perhaps the things he might wish to say would prove too terrible for him to utter.”

Now Robert found himself in the company of a child whose own speechless state came from a different root. He watched Miranda as often as he could and began to glimpse that he might be learning something. That insight, however, stayed in the nest, its wings not yet fledged.

Of a sudden at the head of the table, Miranda’s father began to cough. The fit empurpled not only his face but the bald spot on his head. He waved away all efforts to help him and left the room, still coughing and holding on to pieces of furniture as he lurched his way out.

Miranda stood up and then sat down, and the old man with the mustache began a deep and bellowing snoring, of tectonic power. No legend could ever have held a creature large or dark enough to produce such a sound; it came from the bowels of the earth. The child flounced from the room as the old gentleman continued to rock the building, and his daughter sat humming some distant, lonely tune. Beside Robert, the sweet-faced lady whispered, “Every dinner here ends like this. You can smell the grief in this house.”

That night, Robert slept like a drunken man, and if he had dreams he didn’t recall them. Having forgotten to close his curtains, he was called from the depths by the sun. He had fallen asleep in his clothes and shook his head in distaste. As he undressed and found towels for a bath, he glanced out the window. In the middle of the river, Miranda’s father, in his black bathing togs, was diving again and again. He looked like a man bobbing for Halloween apples, but his dives lasted longer than that.

Down he went, up he came, down he went again. Eventually he came up one last time and with feeble and untutored strokes clambered and splashed his way— empty-handed—to the riverbank.



[image: ]

Nobody appeared at breakfast; from a sideboard Robert helped himself to oatmeal, soda bread, tea. As he sat at the empty table, Miranda’s father appeared, wearing leather gauntlets.

“I have to go to Askeaton. I can take you that far. Have breakfast. Kiss Miranda goodbye. I shall be studying this machine of mine.”

Half an hour later, Robert waited in the hall, his rucksack packed. He had a vague and anxious idea that he should tell the child he would return. Miranda, though, never appeared. Mrs. Harty said she was in a deep sleep.

“But I’ll say goodbye for you.” In a whisper she added, “God bless you, Father. I didn’t say a word about who you are. They’re Protestants here, and they’d be ruffled if they thought you were— you know.”

Robert had assumed that the leather gauntlets worn by Miranda’s father betokened an automobile, though he had yet to see one in Ireland.

“Not everybody wants one,” Joe O’Sullivan had said. “People say they won’t take on.”

These gauntlets, however, meant a motorbike. Robert sat on the pillion, his arms around the waist of Miranda’s father, who talked all the time. Not a word did Robert hear or say; it was not possible to do either against the roar of the rattling engine and the hiss of the flyblown slipstream.

As the morning breeze threatened rain, the river feathered high. After a hammering ride of too many miles for the spine, the bike squeezed to a daring, spinning halt.

Miranda’s father climbed off and faced Robert. Rigid as an officer, he spoke as gruffly.

“Well, this is as far as we go. Can’t help you anymore. Good luck. Watch out for the soldiers. Come back.” He turned away— and then turned back, and Robert knew enough about anguish to recognize it when he saw it. “Child almost spoke again. To you. She did. Yes. Well, she will if you come back. Yes.”

He turned away again, climbed back onto the bike, and rattled off down a side road with never a wave of his hand.

Robert stood for a moment, perplexed. Then he got down to his primary daily task: reckoning the direction ahead. The rain spattered, hesitated, pretended to rain again, ceased. Robert settled his rucksack more comfortably on his shoulders and began to walk. They had told him in the castle that once he had crossed the River Deale— which flowed into the Shannon— he could walk to Limerick by nightfall.

On an unremarkable stretch of road he looked at everything, but mostly at the great river on his left. Within a few minutes he reached a small but handsome stone bridge, beneath which flowed a very fast current. He tracked its course with his eye; he could see that it flowed into the Shannon. Is this the River Deale? It must be. Too big to call a stream.

In New England he would have said it was a creek, but here in Ireland, proportionate to the size of the country’s biggest river, it had the stature of a significant tributary.

He sat on the parapet of the bridge, watched the narrow waters swirling and turning, yearning toward the huge oceangoing flow, and tried to see whether he could discern a fish. The Deale was turbulent to the very edges of its banks that day, leaving no pools where a trout or a pike— or especially a magical salmon— could lurk. So Robert climbed over a little wall into a field, went down toward the Shannon herself, and stood on the bank. He found himself at a calm reach, with easy access to the actual river. Farther along he could see stiller, darker places, where the branches of trees trailed in the water like ladies’ hands. He sat down to rest.

In a few moments he heard an odd noise, a little bashing sound, and then he saw its source. A thrush was hammering a snail against a stone, breaking its shell to dine on the contents. Robert’s first response was to recoil, and then he reached for control of his reactions; this was nothing more than a small bird hunting food. Fascinated, he watched until the shell lay in pieces and the bird flew off with the snail’s gray body dangling from its beak.

Robert rose and walked upstream to the first big stand of trees— ash, beech, and a great old willow— and inspected where they touched the water. In the distance, grazing cows lifted their heads and looked worried. Here, the grassy bank overhung the river a little, and he lay down and gazed into the brown pool that swirled beneath his eyes.

He stared for several minutes, but saw nothing more than insects and some tiny, hairy midget fish. Then he saw the telltale puff of mud that a fish’s tail stirred from the riverbed.

Taking care not to blot out the sun’s light, he put a hand down gently. Not breaking the water’s flow, he let his fingers dangle. Slowly, he eased the hand toward the bank’s overhang and settled down to wait. He lay in a curious contrast: the heat of the sun on his neck and shoulders, the chill of the water numbing his hand and wrist.

Then he felt it! A clammy something touched his hand but it was a thrilling clamminess, not menacing or unpleasant. Alas—when he grabbed, the fish shot away. Robert lifted himself slowly from the grass, not displeased. His father’s face swam into view— they were lying by another stream on another grassy bank, also trying to tickle fish, but that was a long time ago.

Once more he turned to look at the hypnotizing flow. It had, as all rivers do, changed character again, had become mellow before his eyes. He left it reluctantly and returned to the little bridge. Back on the road, he waited for a moment, listening carefully; he heard nothing more than the murmuring waters and the bark of a faraway dog.

Refreshed, he began to walk faster than before, knowing he had lost time. So far, nothing troubled him, but he could no longer see the Shannon; high fields stood between him and the river. His stride came to his aid, and once again the act of walking kept his spirits high. The sun broke through the clouds.

He passed a quiet house with chickens in the yard. Hydrangeas nodded to him, their blooms as big as babies’ heads. The curtains twitched, but it would have taken an expert— or a neighbor— to detect the movement.

Tall, friendly hedges now began to guide the little road, and he walked between them to the top of a hill, from which descended a straight half mile. He stopped in his tracks: Down at the bottom of the hill sat a great creature gleaming like a dragon in the sun.

It glistened, it sparkled— a large automobile, blue as the sky with a white canvas roof. Leaning against it, wearing a hat as big as a cartoon, stood a woman in her Sunday best. She was as fabulous as her car; she was also large, blue, and shiny. From around her head rose clouds of blue smoke— she did not so much draw on her cigarette as drain it.

Robert hesitated. She looked uphill and waved: friendly, welcoming, safe. Throughout the minutes it took him to reach where she stood, he continued to watch her.

When he had gained her side, she stuck out a silver cigarette case and said, “D’you want one?”

He said, “No, thank you.”

“Wise man. You’ll never get a cough,” she said. “I’m Miss Maeve MacNulty”

He introduced himself as she ground the cigarette under her shoe.

“Hop in,” she said, and they clambered into the car.

She never asked whence he came or whither he went. As they drove, she glanced at him often, and the car swerved each time. Five minutes into the journey she lit a cigarette while driving; Robert closed his eyes until the car was straight again.

“We won’t go near Pallaskenry” she said, a propos nothing whatsoever. “The people there all have insomnia and they never go to bed.”

Robert nodded.

“There’s a madman living in that house,” she said, as they drove by a farm. “He carries a tomahawk everywhere.”

They met no other vehicle, they saw no other person, and soon they reached a point where they saw a distant spire.

Counting his term at Tarbert and his night in Glin, it had taken Robert Shannon almost three weeks to travel forty miles. He had walked but a fraction of that, given the rides on the motorbike and now in this extravagant blue car.

Outside Mungret, Miss Maeve MacNulty halted and climbed out, beckoning Robert. At the rear sat two large gasoline cans, staunch as sentries, and she unbuckled the straps that held them. From a compartment she took a large funnel, its mouth wide as a pail. She opened a cap on a pipe and, with the funnel in place, lifted the first heavy can as lightly as if it were a teacup and began to pour the fuel into the funnel.

Robert rushed to take the can from her; he could scarcely bear its weight. She watched closely as he filled the tank. The veil on her hat slipped a little out of shape like a crooked pane of glass. While leaning to peer at the flowing gasoline she lit another cigarette. Fortunately she soon stood back.

“I wanted a car,” she said, “whose color would match my eyes. And it nearly matches yours too.”

Out of a pocket she took a hand mirror. She scrutinized her face, tapping a tooth here, a tooth there, yanking at them.

“Still firm,” she muttered, and explained to Robert as he poured, “I’m very much afraid of losing my teeth. I couldn’t do my job if I had no teeth.” She paused, looked in the mirror again, and said, “You didn’t ask me what my job is.”

Robert concentrated on pouring.

“Well, I’ll tell you,” said Miss Maeve MacNulty. “I’m a matchmaker. I arrange marriages.”

She tugged her blue jacket down over her blue hips and twisted the hand mirror this way and that, seeking every possible view of her face and mouth.

“You also never asked me why I’m going into Limerick. Well, I’ll tell you. I’m going to see a widower. He has two hardware shops and a farm over in County Clare. I don’t know the first thing about him, except that he wrote me a nice letter asking me to find him a wife; his own wife died four months ago. That’s what I like— a man who believes in marriage. Very good for my business.” She tapped a front tooth very seriously and yanked at it a little. “Women mourn their husbands, men replace their wives.”

Now, on the roadside, Maeve MacNulty began to rearrange her person. First of all, she took off her hat, and parked it on the roof of the car, and stuck the hatpin into her jacket perilously close to her blue pillowed bosom. Next she groomed the edges of her hair, tucking a hank behind one ear and covering the other one.

“This is my good ear”—she pointed to the exposed side—”and I always keep it out. Don’t want to miss anything.” She raised each eyebrow in turn as though to test its competence. Then she batted her eyelids and plucked at them— a stabbing grab of thumb and forefinger, a peculiar gesture, rather as a man snatches a fly from the air.

“I always wake up with sand in my eyes if I’m in a low mood. Or do I wake up in a low mood because I have sand in my eyes?”

With a nasal whinny, she plastered her knuckles over her nostrils. “I have cobwebs on my face.”

Then she got back to her teeth again and played the xylophone with a fingernail along the top row.

“D’you know, I always think it a cheek to be arranging marriages when I was never married myself. How can I guess what it’d be like to wake up in the night beside a man who was grunting and kicking? Well, I suppose I could grunt and kick too.”

Robert finished pouring and lowered the can. He raised an inquiring eyebrow and tapped the second can. She nodded; then she fell somewhat still and lowered her head. Robert poured anew.

When she raised her head again, after many seconds, she said, “Do you know why I never married? Well, I’ll tell you. I was engaged to a lovely man. Some people have food as their heaven, some have horses. Well, he was my heaven. But he was in the Munster Fusiliers and he died with the rest of the regiment in France. There isn’t an able-bodied man left in this country. We lost whole villages of men to that bloody war.”

She bowed her head again. He finished pouring; she looked at his rucksack.

“I’m going to take you to the house of my friend Sheila Neary” Maeve MacNulty rose again from her lonely mood. “She could do with a bit of a lift-up.”

Robert said, “About— about your fiancé.”

She turned, stopped by the earnest note in his voice.

“What about him?”

Robert said, “You can be certain that he died well.”

She looked at him, astonished, and began to bridle. “No, he did not! It was a battle. Awful. He died in the mud.”

“But he died nobly.”

She said, with anger, “How would you know?” And then she reduced the sharpness of the sentence to repeat it. “How would you— know that?”

Robert said, “Men have never been as noble. I was in France too.”

Maeve MacNulty became confused. “Oh, look, I mean—” She stopped. “I don’t know how he died. I only know he was a lovely fellow.”

Robert said, “Think of how lucky you were. You knew him better than anybody else.”

She walked away, stood for a moment on the far side of the road with her back to Robert, and then walked back. The engine had been running all this time. As she now seemed without words, Robert took the opportunity to examine the car: the lamps, the grille lined with gray steel mesh, the bulb horn (which she used liberally and unnecessarily on the road), the gleaming spokes.

Maeve MacNulty found her voice. “A Morris Cowley” she said. By now she had brightened again. “They call it a bullnose and that’s why I bought it. I like every part of a bull.”

They climbed back in, she sighed without looking at Robert, and they roared away. Once again, she took out her mirror, held it in her left hand, and from time to time glanced at her reflection. As she did, the car swung across the narrow road like a dancer or a drunk. The wind froze Robert and his teeth chattered; now and then she glanced sideways at him again, like some large amorous wardress.

Setting up the network for Father Shannon posed no problems in country places. Towns differed, but not insolubly Limerick had proved a worry. The only large city on the river, a personal touch there would be harder to achieve. Archbishop Sevovicz had fretted: Where would Robert stay? He wrote the most anxious of his letters to the Bishop of Limerick.

He, a resourceful man, knew what to do. From the day Robert had landed in Tarbert, he had sent out scouts, looking for a lone American hiker. And, as the bishop knew would happen, one of them had found him and she now drove him in. But on Limerick’s first wide street, Robert caught his breath. The car began to drive through military lines— men with rifles again—and then they encountered a roadblock: a truck, an armored car, men with guns aimed outward.

“Whoo-hoo, there’s something brewing,” said Maeve MacNulty and she brought the car to a stop. Two officers in uniform stepped forward and looked at this Martian in blue.

“I’m not a good girl,” she said, with a chortle. “I can’t drive past handsome men. What’s going on?”

“A military exercise, ma’am,” one began.

“Miss,” she corrected. “It looks serious.”

“All these matters are serious,” said the senior officer.

When feelings are impaired, inquiry falls away. As yet Robert had no capacity for research— and his Boston mentor, though protective as a bear, had not asked essential questions or made basic inquiries about such ordinary matters as food, transport, safety—or politics. Sevovicz had in fact allowed his fragile young ward to walk into a civil war. Bands of gunmen now lurked everywhere in Ireland, the first shots were ringing out, and the southwest was the heart of the fire.

Robert had already been scorched. The dying Edward Dargan defined the war. He and his comrades, the Irregulars, opposed the treaty with Britain. They claimed to be the genuine IRA, and these true-to-their-oath soldiers of the Irish Republican Army would never rest until the British had gone home. For them a border was no success. They had mounted the rebellion of 1916. They had fought the War of Independence to force the treaty. They would not settle for a twenty-six-county “Free State”—how they spat the words!—while there was a six-county British dominion in the north.

And they meant it. If the recent struggle had been bloody, it would pale before this. Old comrades were hunting each other down— even if they had all eaten off the same table, slid from the same womb. Brother was already fighting brother, father would soon kill son, as kinship yet again forged the worst enmities of all.

Many loathed this war: Joe O’Sullivan, for instance, refused to take sides. But he knew its rules, and he’d feared for Robert after Eddie Dargan’s death. That was why he had made Robert hide in the hollow field; innocent men were getting shot on sight by both sides.

As for Robert himself, Dr. Greenberg and his colleagues might have made the judgment that somewhere in the recesses of Robert’s mind their patient had grasped some of this. That might have explained why he had attacked Joe: frustration, incomprehension, and fear, a classic trigger for recurring shell shock. Part of the original ailment came from bewilderment at the very threat of carnage and death.

Now in Limerick, Robert was bewildered again, stung by the sights that had led him into shock in the first place: soldiers everywhere, rifles pointing, two officers with handguns ten feet from his head—his eyes blurred at the sight of their uniforms.

And he knew not why these guns were aimed. Nobody had explained Edward Dargan’s death, because in real terms the civil war had not yet directly begun. Ireland itself had been watching and asking, “Is this a war or isn’t it?” Standoffs had continued for months, as each side maneuvered for control.

Research— even from the United States— would easily have revealed the situation. A general election to appoint the first new government, bombs and gunfire in the streets of Dublin— these events had made the American front pages. And although Sevovicz could be forgiven for not having this knowledge, His Eminence Cardinal O’Connell, with his Irish connections, knew the news from Ireland full well. But nobody postponed Robert’s travels.

Robert himself had had no chance to prepare. He had not yet begun to read again; also, some of the major news had broken while he was sailing over. Therefore he had had no idea that he was headed for a country alive with strife. He had not only landed in it, he was at that moment climbing deeper into the hotbed, because the Irregulars were pitching to control Limerick City, gateway to the south and the west.

The world of the Irish republicans had turned upside down. Michael Collins, their hero and formerly their leader, had become their greatest foe. Chief of staff of the new army, he issued ultimatums. Being from the south himself, Collins knew what to expect there, and he mustered troops to Limerick even before they were needed. Hence the boatload of soldiers firing bullets into the river’s banks; hence the truckloads of troops and their officers in Limerick. By the time Robert arrived, the city was jangling and on edge.

“Do you fellas have wives?” Maeve MacNulty said. “Women love a uniform.”

The officers laughed. Neither man looked at Robert; they included him in the permission they gave her to pass, and waved her on. Robert tried to quell his shivers.

Minutes later she drove into a square as lean and ordered as elegance itself. Over the front door of each tall house arched a pretty fanlight; long windows caught the sun.

They climbed high steps and knocked on one of the beautiful doors.

“Sheila Neary’s the best cook in the city,” Miss Maeve MacNulty said as the door opened. A woman appeared; her thin mouth drew a crooked line like a gash. “Sheila, I brought a man for you. He has lovely manners.”

Sheila Neary wore a heliotrope scarf at the neck of a black dress.

“We were at school together,” said Maeve MacNulty to Robert. “I was the wild one, so you’re safe here.”

Sheila Neary of the thin mouth looked Robert up and down, not unpleasantly.

“Sheila’s husband ran off and left her, and then he died of yellow fever, didn’t he, Sheila?”

“He died too quickly,” said Sheila.

“Yes, he should have had a lingering death,” said Maeve.

“In pain,” said Sheila.

“In bad pain,” said Maeve.

Standing on the ornate tiled floor in the hallway beside the tall green plant in the jade pot, Maeve MacNulty looked at Sheila Neary with a conspirator’s understanding.

“I think this man’ll be glad to sit down for a while.” Then she said, “Sheila, I have to go. I have a fellow waiting for me in William Street.”

“We can’t all say that,” said Sheila Neary.
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When the door closed, a housekeeper appeared. “Will I make tea, ma’am?”

Sheila nodded and led Robert in. A tall drawing room glowed with portraits and lace. She walked him around; she walked and talked slowly and kept her tone quiet. This ancestor had made millions, that one had sailed a famous yacht; judging from the portraits alone, the Nearys had had wealth and clout. Her parents had owned a large farm on the outskirts of the city in Dooradoyle, which supplied the city’s milk. Sheila Neary eyed Robert all the time; when she could do so without his noticing, she looked him up, down, and sideways, assessing him.

The housekeeper came back with tea.

“Do you take sugar, Father?” Sheila asked.

“Please call me Robert.”

“I’ll compromise: Father Robert. And, Father Robert, I’ll be the only person you’ll meet in Ireland who has no family connections at all in America.”

He nodded.

“My mother has two cousins in Phoenix, but I’ve no relations there myself.”

Robert blinked, because she spoke without irony. In the past he would have laughed and asked the obvious question, but laughter had not yet come to stay. All the medical evidence suggested that it would be the last faculty to return.

“And, Father Robert, is it your name that brings you to the river?” she asked.

He nodded again.

“I can understand that,” she said. “And isn’t the Shannon a great river? Where would we be without it?”

In the spring of 1918, Father Robert Shannon shook “Uncle Sam’s right hand”—he volunteered for chaplaincy of forces and joined the United States Marines in France. As Captain Shannon he met them ten miles west of the Marne River valley. These thousands of men had been waiting long weeks for action, any action. He sat with them, he marched with them, he hung around and talked, waiting for orders and transport.

Other than at a ball game he had never seen so many men in one place— rows and rows of fit shining troops, all in their twenties or so. He never deviated from the first thought that came to him as he looked at them: This doesn’t make sense. They should be at work, at school, at their benches and desks.

A chaplain’s rank gave him no power. He listened when officers spoke; he answered when asked a question. He met General Harbord briefly. He shook hands with Major Wise. Spiritual care— that was his job, that and, as he would discover, leading the management of the dead. As he moved east with the lines he spoke to as many men as he could. With informed attention he identified the medics; they would be his vital colleagues.

The woman they called the Irish nurse, Ellie Kennedy, led him into that world. She, a Catholic, knew the link between wounded and priest. He met her first one night of fog, in a field hospital west of Bouresches. Some troops had already been there for more than ten days, and others were drifting in. She was busy but not crucially so— and everybody wanted her near.

Captain Shannon introduced himself.

“I heard you were arriving,” she said, “but I thought you’d be different.”

“Different?”

“Long and flowing,” she said.

He looked puzzled.

“We’ve a river named after you,” she said.

Now he laughed. “Are you actually from Ireland?”

“I was. Well, I suppose I still am. If you’re a monkey you’re always from a tree.”

Captain Robert Shannon sat down and began to tell the Irish nurse of his childhood love for her country. He would have enthralled a stadium with his passion and his pride.

“To you it’s home, Nurse— but to me it’s a place of dreams. I know all the old stories; I’ve heard of Finn MacCool and Deirdre of the Sorrows.”

“We’ve a lot like her still,” said Nurse Kennedy. “And they’re always willing to tell you their troubles.”

He told her how, as a boy he read stories of Ireland more than he read about soldiers or cowboys. “I had pictures of old castles and scenes with boatmen. We used to have a picture of the river hanging in our hall. The Falls of Doonass, it was called. Where’s Doonass, Nurse?”

“I don’t know. Somewhere on the Shannon.”

“Hence the falls?”

“You’re quick, Captain.”

“What’s the river like?”

She said, “I used to see it a lot. It’s very often silver.”

“Silver? But that’s how I’ve always imagined it! And where it rises up in the north; what’s it called? The Shannon Pot.”

“Did you ever hear such a bad name for such a great place?” she said.

“I used to dream of seeing it,” he said. “I still have dreams about Ireland.”

“What d’you think Ireland’s like, Captain? Is it full of little green men of mischief, or is it haunted and full of old ghosts, or is it very green and rainy?”

He knew she was playing with him, but he still reflected. “All three, I hope. But I’ll take very green and rainy. And when the sun comes out, the drops of rain look like diamonds on the leaves. And there are ghosts on the hills and little green men under the bushes.”

Ellie Kennedy laughed. “It isvery green, Captain, but that’s because it rains a lot. And it’s not the ghosts on the hills that we worry about, it’s the fellows coming down from the hills who’d steal the milk out of your tea and come back for the sugar.”

He asked her whether she’d heard a lot of fairy tales. She said, “Yes, but not the kind you’d think.”

When he seemed baffled, she explained.

“My father’s a very generous man. A big, big heart. People borrow money off him all the time and they have all kinds of excuses. One man told him he needed the hundred he was borrowing to buy his uncle a new wooden leg. My mother asked was the leg hollow for keeping drink in it. She calls these excuses the fairy tales of Ireland”

Robert asked, “Did you hear many tales when you were growing up?”

“No. Mostly jokes.”

“Tell me a joke from Ireland.”

Nurse Kennedy stopped and thought. “My father tells a story of two drunks going from Boyle to Carrick-on-Shannon one night and they’re walking. They don’t know how long it’ll take them, and they stop somebody and ask, ‘How far is it to Carrick-on-Shannon?’ and they’re told ‘Ten miles.’ And one says to the other, ‘Well, that’s only five miles each.’ “

Their next meetings had no jokes, and not long after that he wouldn’t have known a joke if she told one. But in her he had met his first living witness to the river of his dreams.

Evening came to Limerick, and Sheila Neary quartered Robert well. His room had a desk and a great leather chair. Books lined the walls. An ancestor in an oval frame hung over the fireplace. Robert sat by fine long windows and looked out on a fine Georgian square. Shadows gathered in the park.

The house had fallen still. As the last tremors of the military left him he calmed right down. Now and again he heard a distant clip-clop of some late hooves, a rhythm of further peace. And the silence of the child, Miranda— somehow it still reached him, and instead of disturbing him he felt a comradeship with it. He dozed, was awakened by the smell of cooking, and presently Sheila Neary knocked at his door.

By gesture in the dining room he apologized for the unsuitability of his clothing. She waved a dismissive hand and served lamb with mint sauce. Then she began to talk, and for the next two hours— as was her style— Sheila Neary spoke only of herself. He, in any case, had said fewer than a dozen words.

She had changed her clothes; she wore a dinner dress of emerald green with deeper green beading at the modest neckline. Her right hand bore rings, not her left. When she saw Robert glancing at them, she explained.

“I took off my wedding rings when my husband left me. And when he died, I put them back on. But I put them on my right hand, so that I was a kind of widow but not a widow.”

She took the rings off her right hand and transferred them to her left. Head to one side she studied them, turning her hand to the light. She looked at the rings for a long time, then returned them to her right hand.

“I don’t see myself as a widow, I see myself as deserted, an abandoned woman.”

Her voice hit a droning note.

“I’m older than I look, and I have two grown children. They’re married and I told them not to marry; they can expect no good of it. My husband abandoned me when they were small, and they’re now in their twenties. They live near me, and every time I see them, I remind them what an awful man their father was. I made sure”—her voice reached for triumph—”that he never saw them again. He lived very near, but they never saw him. I wouldn’t let them.”

Despite the edge in her tone and her tale, the food touched Robert’s mood; the meat was superbly fresh and the mint sauce piqued the back of his throat. Although he wished he had a wider choice of clothing, he felt better, more aware, than he had for some time. He looked carefully at Sheila Neary and tried to gather and keep every sentence she made.

When she paused in her monologue of martyrdom, Robert asked, “When did your husband leave you?”

“Twenty-four years, seven months, and twenty-two days ago.”

Those who knew Robert Shannon before the war admired him for many things, one of which was a capacity to generate thought. He could stop an argument dead in its tracks; he could turn a debate around to face the way it had come. Now, some of that came back, and although the idea turned in his head as slowly as a ship turning in a bay, it had force. He looked at Sheila Neary and held eye contact.

“Did your children— did they like their dad?”

He did not say love, and the word like stopped her.

She looked irked at first, and then the frown eased. “I don’t know.”

No more conversation took place regarding the departed Mr. Neary For dessert she served bread pudding with thick cream. Thereafter she talked without cease again— but it was neighbors, the strife on the streets, the Anglo-Irish Treaty, the land.

At ten o’clock she said, “Father Robert, you must be tired.”

She led him up the stairs. On the first landing she stopped. From a nook she groped down a key and opened a wide closet. The interior had been rendered with love: paneling on the walls, green felt on the shelves. A man’s clothes filled the large space. Suits hung on excellent wooden clothes hangers, pants on an accordion rack. Men’s shoes, highly polished, lined the floor pair by pair like happy twins; she opened drawers full of shirts.

Standing there, she sifted through the jackets first and then the shirts. Her hands felt the fabric like a queen buying silk; her fingers dawdled here, lingered there; she inspected a collar, patted a cuff.

Robert stood back; privacy needs space. She took down a tweed jacket, turned it this way and that.

“He bought this for the Galway races,” she said. “We had a horse running there that year.”

She began to groom her hair like a girl on a date. She took down a suit. She turned it back and forth and said, “This was for a law case, a full day in court. I bought him this. We won— and he always called this his law suit.”

Then she stepped back and surveyed the closet. All had been beautifully preserved and maintained, more of a memorial than a wardrobe.

“They get laundered every few months,” she said.

She lingered, then made a decision.

“My husband was a bit heavier than you, but better too big than too small.” She glanced back at Robert and chose shirts for him. “I always feel great when I change my clothes,” she said, as though apologizing for her reverie.

Next morning, shaved and bathed and wearing a fresh shirt— not too large after all— Robert stood at his window. Down in the square the baker’s horse van delivered loaves to every door. The housekeeper arrived, brisk and trim; her voice rose in argument with the van man over the bread. Two men checked the streetlamps, replaced some gas mantles. Slowly the square woke up and, since it faced east, Robert received a lemon-colored dawn. Trees shone in the park.

At breakfast, Sheila Neary looked radiant. She had taken great care with her appearance: an oatmeal-colored sweater and a string of pearls assisted by a cream tweed suit. Just inside one of the lace-curtained long windows, a table had been set for two. In this favorite corner Sheila could chat with her guest— and see into the square without being seen.

The housekeeper came by, and came by again, heaping food onto Robert’s plate. He launched himself at this breakfast, a Limerick staple meal. Ham, sausage, steak, and eggs led the way; the housekeeper came back with fried bread and tiles of fried potato. As a coup de grâce she delivered thick slabs of toast, dripping with butter, on which she plastered homemade marmalade, thick with rinds of gold.

Robert ate like a soldier. His hostess applauded and offered more; he demurred and sat back.

Suddenly they heard gunfire. Both turned their heads in the direction whence it had come. More shots echoed; impossible to say how close to the house. Then the gunfire stopped. They waited, looked at each other in careful alarm— and heard no more.

Robert sat easily by a woman’s side and had always been comfortable there. Misogyny never touched him, from his own attitudes or anyone else’s. Other than awkward snickers, he’d known no bad talk about women; the students and priests spoke lovingly of their mothers, sisters, and aunts. Women deserved respect, so the teachings said; the Blessed Virgin Mary exemplified all of her sex.

And then came the Woman in the Chancery.

One day in the seminary, Robert happened to eavesdrop by an open door. A senior priest, visiting from New York, was speaking to one of the seminary professors.

“She appears with him. In the open. In public. I saw them at the opera. I saw them in a restaurant. He looks away, he affects not to see me. But what can I do? And her rouged face, and her hat, and her lipstick, and the tight clothes? I blame her, I blame her for it. No excuses.”

As the professor murmured concurrences, the speaker ran off at the mouth again.

“What kind of woman is that? You have to say she must be some kind of filthy bitch. Because if you don’t say that, you have to draw the conclusion that he is the initiator.”

Robert had never heard a woman denigrated thus. In his family circle, his mother and her sisters held a constant sway, neither pampered nor dismissed. One aunt’s bossy nature occasioned jokes; the melancholy of another aunt raised eyebrows. Beyond that, balance existed; his father and mother worked on such a level of equality that arguments never broke out.

“And the latest thing I heard is, she was in the chancery with him. Inside the house. I mean— what do we do?”

Robert repeated the story in Confession. With no names asked, Father Viniak put close questions. He then cautioned Robert, “Tell nobody. Woe to the scandal-giver.” Finally he said, “Be prepared— in the years ahead—to forgive and forgive and forgive. This matter,” he said, “will not evaporate. All touched by it may suffer.”

Limerick City is one of Ireland’s most distinctive places. It has a fierce and interesting personality, born of long and fractious times. In 1922, when Robert Shannon first passed through, it had begun its newest incarnation, as a post-garrison town of the dented British Empire. Several of its other distinctions were already in place: the prettiest girls in Ireland, the best meat in the world, gossip as sharp as teeth; they had made uniforms here for the American Civil War.

And always, always, there was the river. Ever since the Vikings built citadels on this luimneach, this “bald marsh,” ever since the unstable English King John set a round powerful castle on the very tide, the Shannon has defined the city.

So has the love of God; few other populations in the country have ever shown such zeal. Every week for years, thousands of men gathered in the famous Catholic confraternities of Limerick. As powerful and congealing as the deepest freemasonry, they had sprung up as perhaps a counterweight to empire. On one level they heard firebrand sermons on temperance and the evils of the flesh; on another, they controlled the city’s jobs and the levers of power. And their influence had a raw side; Limerick also bred bigotry and ran pogroms against the Jews.

Commerce throve too, from large department stores serving the farmers to tough public houses for the port. And politics raged; the race memory of sieges bred defiance, mistrust, and an independent heart. If ever a twentieth-century city might have walled itself in, Limerick would have been the one— and never more so than when Robert Shannon arrived. Unknown to him, Dublin had just erupted— but Limerick looked potentially worse. Both sides had occupied key positions, and each believed they faced a bloodbath.

After breakfast, Sheila Neary and Robert left the house. As they walked away, Sheila Neary said, “Now, Father Robert, we mustn’t forget your relations. I know of only one Shannon family here— well, not so much a family as a bachelor. He’s a butcher up on Mulgrave Street. They call him the Chopper.”

Their steps were lively and crisp; their faces were warmed by the sun. Across the square they walked, two people with simple intent. They turned their first corner— and were rudely stopped. Twenty or thirty gunmen blocked the width of the street; a few sat propped against the walls; ahead, many more formed up. Some of these men wore ad hoc uniforms; the majority dressed like the guerrillas whom Robert had met in the fields: rough clothes, belts of ammunition. The Irregulars had come to town.

A man pointed a gun at Robert and stepped forward, aiming it at Robert’s head. Robert closed his eyes and didn’t move.

Sheila Neary reddened with rage. “Put that thing down,” she said. “You young pig.”

Robert opened his eyes— and saw the rifle bolt hauled back.

“What did you call me?” The youngster’s voice held ice.

“I said you’re a young pig. How dare you?”

The gunman walked forward and stood at Robert’s side.

“Who’s this fella here?”

“None of your bloody business,” said Sheila Neary, and Robert winced like a maiden.

Another, older, man walked up. “What’s going on here?” He had greater authority and didn’t need to take out his handgun. Instead he asked Sheila Neary, “Who’s he? And who are you?”

She answered sharply “He’s a visiting American priest, and I’ll thank you to let us pass.”

The man sized them both up. To Robert he said, “Over here.”

He grabbed Robert’s shoulder and forced him to face a wall. Sheila Neary moved up— and the “pig” with the gun barred her way. The senior fellow spread Robert to search him, kicking his legs apart.

“Has he any proof of who he is?” he called.

“I have plenty,” she said. “You’re some men. This is Irish hospitality, all right.”

In moments the searcher found the Sevovicz letter. Both guerrillas read it— and visibly changed.

“Sorry, Father,” they said, and handed back the letter.

“You ignorant pigs,” said Sheila Neary. As they stood aside she asked, “Are we going to have to go through this farce at every corner? I want to be able to walk around my own city in peace.”

“Tony go with them,” said the senior man, embarrassed now, and the boy with the rifle walked them down the street. On the way Sheila Neary bombarded him with words that Robert scarcely heard. The youngster blushed and tried to state his aims.

“Get a bloody job,” she said. “That’s how you help your country.”

Powerless to retaliate, the youngster walked ahead.

“Let these two through,” he said at the next barrier. Several men stood guard.

Led by an Irregular in his bandolier, Robert and Sheila walked across the street to the next corner. In the distance down to his left, Robert could see the Shannon; the river looked timid this morning, a sign of no showers upstream.

The guerrilla at the barrier stepped aside. “There’s different soldiers over there.” He nodded in the direction ahead of them. “Be careful, Father,” he told Robert. “They’ll think you’re one of us. And they’re the real dangerous ones.”

Ahead they could see no sign of human life. Their footsteps echoed.

“What would you call this atmosphere?” said Sheila Neary, half to herself.

“It’s certainly very quiet,” said Robert.

“Eerie,” she said.

They reached the end of the small street and turned another corner. A voice shouted, “Stop there!”

To their left a row of rifles faced them— spikes across piles of sandbags. The voice yelled again, “Walk over here! No, not you, ma’am. Him.”

Sheila went too, in a fury. She yelled, “Put down those bloody guns.”

“Shut up, ma’am.”

She erupted and strode to the sandbags. “Who are you, you little brat? Where is your commanding officer?”

They still hadn’t seen a human face, nothing but soldier’s caps above the sandbags and the black round holes of rifle muzzles. From the side, a short wiry man in uniform and with a holstered revolver appeared.

“We observed you talking to them.”

“You eejit,” she said. “Of course we were talking to them. We had to get through.”

“What were you talking to them about?”

“I was telling them what would happen to them if they harmed or offended a visiting American priest, that’s what I was telling them. Now put down those guns at once and don’t point them at us again.” Fury had made her voluble. “Where do you think the money comes from to buy those guns? Who do you think is paying for this new government? Who’s paying your wages, who’s buying your uniforms? Do you want Father Shannon here going back and telling the Americans not to support the thugs who are running the new Ireland?”

At that moment they heard a distant crack, a high whine, and a breaking sound. Plaster fell, a few snowflakes. Everybody ducked and thereafter nobody moved.

“Where was it?” asked a voice.

“High up,” said another.

“Same old caper,” said a third.

Said a fourth, “They’ve more ammo than us.”

“Are they opening fire?” asked another voice.

“Naw. They haven’t the guts,” said someone else.

Robert put his hands to his face and staggered into the street. The officer waved a hand, and the guns nearby went down. Sheila Neary stepped deeper into the shelter of the walls. Robert lurched here and there; she looked at him anxiously but didn’t know what to do.

“Are you all right, Father Robert?”

He didn’t answer her. The officer glanced from her to Robert. He walked over and touched Robert’s arm.

“Come in here,” he said quietly, so that only Robert could hear. “Step back out of the way.” Robert allowed himself to be led to a nook in the high sandbags. “Take your time,” said the officer. “I suppose you were in France?”

Robert didn’t reply. The two men stood side by side for some moments. Everybody watched from a little distance.

“Wait till he tells them this in America,” Sheila Neary said to the soldiers behind the sandbags.

A red-haired soldier popped up, cocky and bright-eyed as a squirrel. “Father, I’ve a sister in Philadelphia: Janie Kelly. D’ya know her at all?”

The nonsense, the ludicrousness of the question, broke the spell. Minutes later, Robert and Mrs. Neary walked on.

Away from the barricades they found calm among old streets and rough cobbles. Robert had a running commentary from the tireless woman at his side.

“God Almighty, that was terrible. Firing loose shots like that. Who do these bloody people think they are?” Past the jail: “Most of the people in there will never get out. And they shouldn’t.” Next: “That’s the asylum, so we’ll always have a place we can call home.” She pointed out the Markets Field up ahead. “When my father was a boy there was a scaffold up there; they were always hanging people. We could do with it now.”

When they reached the butcher’s shop, Sheila Neary pointed out the name SHANNON over the door. Robert stood, admired, and almost smiled. The sight of his name did much to bring back some balance.

The butcher looked like a medieval villain: big raddled nose, black wavy hair, pockmarked skin. He said, “Yeh, Shannon. Well, it’d be a name around here, like, if ‘twas anywhere.”

Robert said, “Do you know anything about the family?”

“My own father was a Galway man.”

“And are there Shannons in Galway?”

“Well, there might be, and again there mightn’t.” Robert looked perplexed, and the butcher continued. “The thing is, Galway is the City of the Tribes. But you can never tell which tribe you’re dealing with. And most of ‘em is lunatics.”

He wore an apron with more blood on it than a massacre; he kept sticking the point of his knife into the surface of his block and drawing it back out like a little Excalibur.

“I’ll tell you now. There’s a woman over in Parteen, a Mrs. O’Meara, her husband is a Cork man; they’re always ordering pork chops, they eat nearly a pig a year. And before she married him, she was courting a fella, and I’d swear his name was Shannon. Miles Shannon. He was from Claregalway” He looked to Sheila. “Mrs. Neary you’d know her.”

Sheila Neary made an irritated cluck. “No-no. His name was Fallon, Miles Fallon, I knew him; he married a girl from Knocklong.”

“Was she Dalton herself?”

“Who, the O’Meara woman?”

“No, the Knocklong woman.”

Robert looked from one to the other in this bewildering tennis match. Then he asked mildly, “Where was your grandfather born?”

Before the Chopper could answer, the cashier poked her head out of the tall glass booth, where she sat among her ledgers.

“He wasn’t born. I mean, not here. He was from Ballymurray up in Roscommon.”

“Nancy knows everything,” said the Chopper.

“But his name wasn’t Shannon,” said a woman customer, who was waiting patiently for the Chopper to begin cutting a roast of beef for her.

Nancy called out, “That’s why I said he wasn’t born.”

“This is Father Shannon from America,” said Sheila Neary.

“No, that isn’t his name,” said Nancy. “He was named Moylan himself, and he came down here as an apprentice to the man who owned this place, a bachelor called Tom Shannon, and Tom Shannon left the shop to Tony’s grandfather here, on condition that he changed his name to the same name as there was over the door.”

“Who was this man Tom Shannon? Where was he born?” Robert asked.

“Ah, sure, nobody knows that,” said Nancy. “There was bad times in them days. People didn’t want you to know they was born at all.”

The trail grown cold, Robert stood by. He listened to beef being discussed, followed by a long conversation with Sheila Neary about who had the best pigs in the county for pork.

The Chopper asked her, “D’you want anything for yourself and Father here?”

“I can’t afford you,” she said.

Archbishop Sevovicz received one final instruction from Cardinal O’Connell: “Get there just before dinner,” said His Eminence with a smile.

“There” proved, to begin with, cold and unwelcoming— the house of John J. Nilan, Bishop of Hartford, Connecticut, in the Archdiocese of Boston. Sevovicz had left much of his own clerical garb behind in Rome (his departure had been hasty), and he looked no more than an ordinary priest. With no flicker of archbishop’s purple, no hint of his senior place in the Church, he was left waiting in the dim hall.

For half an hour he sat. No maid returned, no voice called, no leather shoe creaked across the floor. Eventually he went looking. He pushed open a door and saw a man at a dining table, eating and reading. Sevovicz knocked on the open door.

“No, thank you, Gabriela, not yet.”

Sevovicz waited a moment and said, “Regrettably, I am not Gabriela.”

He knew that he looked disheveled, but he also knew that his voice and his accent and his perfect if old-fashioned English would at least make Nilan look up.

“God, who are you?” Bishop Nilan twisted in his chair.

“That is— or should be— our central inquiry,” said Sevovicz with some gaiety. “God, who are You? I am not God, I am Anthony Sevovicz, your new coadjutor.”

“I have a new coadjutor, I have Father Murray coming in.” Bishop Nilan turned away.

Sevovicz said, as he always did, and proudly, “I am Polish. I come from Elk.”

Ever afterward, Nilan referred to him as “the Elk,” not least because of the Pole’s long-shaped head and big nostrils. For the moment Nilan continued reading.

Sevovicz stepped into the room and stood like a soldier. “Has His Eminence not called?”

Sevovicz guessed that Nilan had enough common sense not to shoot the messenger. So he waited, while Nilan still read— a good trick; churchmen are permitted to go on reading their Holy Office until a suitable break comes in the text.

At last Nilan put down the breviary and said, “His Eminence? Well, that’s a powerful name to speak. But how do I know you’re not any old panhandler looking for a handout?”

“Do you have a telephone? Have you received a letter?”

Nilan yielded, the men held out handshakes, and their little crisis passed.

Gabriela brought food; Nilan offered wine; Sevovicz chose beer.

“If you’re a full coadjutor,” Nilan said, “Rome must know about you.”

“I come from the Vatican.”

“And how’re they all over there?” said Nilan.

“My task is to assist. I’m here to help.”

“I don’t need any help. I have help galloping around the yard, coming in the back door, climbing up the stairs. Why would I need help?”

“I think I’m probably more of a resident in your house. I’m here principally to help His Eminence.”

“We’re a long way down from Boston,” said Nilan.

“His Eminence has interests everywhere in his archdiocese. Wherever his flock suffers and has need—”

“Yeah, yeah, I know that. That’s not specific enough. What has he said to you about me?”

“His Eminence said— he said we would like each other.”

“Ah. Is that what His Eminence said?” And Nilan smiled.

Sevovicz’s food arrived and he now saw Nilan bring into play the skill that had made him a bishop; Nilan switched on the warmth.

“I doubt you’ve enough food there on your plate, a big man like you. Let me ring for Gabriela or you’ll think us cheapskates down here in Connecticut.”

Gabriela duly did new honors, and Nilan said, “The room you’ll be in tonight— that’s just temporary. I have an outside house here, the house next door, and tomorrow we’ll start fixing things.”

Sevovicz not so much ate his food as assaulted it; he always worked a table as though he were a famine victim. He believed now that he had taken the measure of the occasion. This Nilan, he’s saying to himself, “Why was he was sent here? What were the words he used, ‘needs and suffers— ah, yes! That shell-shocked young priest. I bet he’s here to control him, to keep his mouth shut. “ Nilan’s no fool. I want him on my side. But I have to keep in mind that he’ll never be on anybody’s side but his own.

Had it not been for the civil war, Robert might have stayed a month. Limerick offered much to see, interesting places to search. But, conferring with friends, Sheila Neary said, “We’d better get him out of the city for his own safety.”

She and her friends agreed that the higher up the Shannon he went, the cooler the flames of the fighting. They would not, though, let him go without a send-off party.

To Robert she downplayed it. She told him, “There’s a bit of a singsong.” He rested, then groomed and dressed. Sheila met him outside his door; in his hand he carried the Sevovicz letter.

He said, “I never really introduced myself.”

“But you don’t need to.”

Robert handed her the letter. She had been longing to read it ever since they met the men with the guns. She read— and read again. She turned away so he couldn’t see the shine in her eyes.

“My glasses are downstairs.”

Halfway down the stairs, letter in hand, she called back, “Father Robert, why don’t you sit and rest until the guests arrive.”

Robert didn’t question her; he returned to his room and sat looking out on the square. The city had fallen quiet. A few children still played in the park, running ahead of the keeper, who was trying to lock the gates.

From downstairs, over the next hour, he heard voices, some laughter, greetings. Then came a heavy fast tread on the stairs, a hard knock on his door, and Maeve MacNulty called, “Come on out, Handsome!”

This evening she had dressed entirely in pink, from the skin out. Robert emerged in clothes of the deceased Mr. Neary.

“They’re all dying to meet you,” she said, and galloped back down.

At the door of the drawing room, Sheila Neary waited; behind her he could see a dozen or more people. She had wanted Robert out of the way so that she could read the Sevovicz letter to her guests—which she did, when everybody had arrived. And in this town that has always loved soldiers, and that lost so many men in the Great War, she read it to a hushed room.

Now she stood and beamed and held the door wide open. When Robert walked through, the room applauded.

And then, for the rest of the evening, they sang and they sang. Around the piano they stood, mouths open like baby chicks, and they sang their hearts out. Sandwiches came—”Isn’t an egg sandwich great with whiskey?” somebody said— and they sang again.

Their repertoire came from their times: Victorian operettas, Gilbert and Sullivan, the music hall, the world. In Robert’s honor, they offered an American medley: “Jeannie with the Light Brown Hair” and “My Old Kentucky Home” and “Camptown Races” and “My Darling Clementine” and “The Battle Hymn of the Republic.”

Among the lace-edged cushions and the overstuffed chairs, people sang solos: a man with a nasal edge that produced an occasional whistle; a woman with huge teeth who had to be coaxed and who called herself a coloratura but was closer to falsetto; a husband and wife who sang a pretty duet, during which he kept patting his wife’s behind.

Sheila Neary and Maeve MacNulty sang “Three Little Maids from School Are We,” as they’d been doing since they appeared in their senior class Mikado production. Side by side they stood, “Pert as a schoolgirl well can be,” one round and pink and exuding, the other thin and green and withholding, “Filled to the brim with girlish glee”—and their enjoyment ran into every corner of the wallpaper’s diagrams—”Three little ma-a-a-a-ids … from school!”

They never asked Robert to sing. Nor did they pressure him in any way; nobody monopolized him, nobody moved in on him. Had he been sharper, he might have guessed why: This town also knew about shell shock; it too had its “old soldiers,” as they called them, some of them still in their twenties, vacant-faced men who were never cured and never would be. Consequently, out of politeness and respect, nobody handed him a letter to deliver to a cousin in Arizona or an uncle in Brooklyn Heights.

But when the night came to an end, the guests, almost without thinking, stood in line to shake Robert’s hand.

The first woman said, “I lost my husband and my brother in the war.”

A man behind her said, “We know what the Yanks did for us, Father, and we’ll never forget it.”

And an older man, with a face as wrinkled as a Peruvian, said, “The Munster Fusiliers, our local regiment here, they took a hill in France one Sunday morning. But they lost so many men taking it that they couldn’t keep it. And their chaplain, Father Gleeson—did you know him at all, Father? He was a hero too—d’you know what he did, Father? When he saw his officers killed, he tore off his chaplain’s tabs and led his men. I lost three sons that week.” His eyes were like wet stars.

The last man said, “If you count the casualties, we in Ireland lost more in proportion to the size of our population than any other country in the war. We lost one out of every six breadwinning men.”

Robert stood mutely, accepting handshakes— and money: four envelopes. “A little Mass offering, Father,” they each said.

How could these votives know he might never say Mass again?

Late that night, when everybody had gone and the house had fallen asleep, Robert lay awake. At three in the morning, still unable to sleep, he rose and sat at the table playing solitaire— with the deck of cards that he took for the first time from his rucksack.

The card game played a major part in Robert’s recovery. Dr. Green-berg had suggested it after a conversation with Mr. and Mrs. Shannon. He had asked them for details of Robert’s mental games as a child, and they had told him of jigsaw and crossword puzzles— that he had continued as an adult— and endless games of solitaire on wet days. The psychiatrist had grabbed at this.

“Very good. Yes. We can use card games to measure his progress.” He instructed the daily-care doctors and nurses to make a deck of cards available. They should then observe whether Robert used them. At first Robert did pick them up; he even shuffled them and began to lay them out, but he lost his way. A nurse helped, spreading the cards in the Yukon formation— seven across—then starting the game for him, stacking where possible red upon black, and then turning every third card.

Day in, day out, whenever she came on duty, the same nurse did this— until the day when Robert stopped her and began to do it himself.

He made no progress for weeks, and then one morning he actually got as far as the four kings turned up and all aces out. There he stopped for several more weeks. He resumed in time, and slowly his interest grew, until not a day passed without several games.

Dr. Greenberg asked two “essential” questions, as he called them: Does he play at the same time every day? And has he ever won a game?

“Yes. And no,” were the answers he received.

Now, sitting in the candlelight of Sheila Neary’s best guest room, Robert almost won his first game since France.
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The name Ballinagore means “place of the goats.” It sat thirty miles east of Robert as he played solitaire that night in his Limerick room. He was safe and well cared for throughout those still, small hours— unlike the young men of Ballinagore.

Next day when the dawn showed the deeds, the watchers denounced Ballinagore— again. If they’d had a tune to their words, they could have written a song: always had bad blood there; never a good place; nobody but savages ever lived down in Ballinagore. Six men, young Irregulars, had been rounded up and roped together to a kitchen table, explosives were tied to their bodies— and they were blown to shards by a breakaway faction of their own organization. Their blood spattered the house’s whitewashed halls.

In one sense the neighbors were right; that cottage had never been good luck. Twenty years earlier it had housed Larry Ryan and his family, a house of known rancor and pain. By now, though, the Ryans had long been in Boston, far away from that night of uncivil war.

On the day after his ash-switch thrashing in the same kitchen, the blond child Vincent didn’t rise. He lay on his face, alone in a bed usually shared with three others. No sibling came near him— the taint was too great, all contact a risk. His mother alone approached. The little boy was numb, still tearful and hesitant of speech. She bathed the cuts and pasted sugar in them. Problems beset her. If these stripes were seen, the Cruelty Man was next, a local official primed to watch for such things. So no doctor was called, no nurse saw the cuts, and prosecution was evaded.

It took the child three days to surface, to walk. The house fell silent, furtive when he appeared; and he still had no ease. His father came home late each night, by which time Vincent was back in bed. Nobody discussed the event; not a word was said.

In the next few days came the attempts to appease. The child, his face desperate with humiliation, sought out his father, saying “Sorry” again and again. He tried to climb up; he was shoved away. The father had no range, no emotional sense; another attack seemed to loom.

Thus the family lived on.

In the haphazard compensation of the world, some light did shine on the little boy. At the local school Vincent blossomed; there he found some peace. A young teacher took an interest and knew how to deal with shame. She gave him time and he streaked ahead of his class. Soon she gave him tasks and he became her favorite pupil. The other children liked it; he took pressure off their shoulders. When a priest or schools inspector came by, Vincent answered for all.

By now his father had registered what he had done, and in any case his wife spoke it out. Apart from occasional cuffs and kicks, no more thrashings took place—especially of Vincent— but the father continued to hurl javelins of abuse: “You useless article;” “You stupid fool;” “Why didn’t we give you away?”

As those became the only words between father and son, the boy learned evasion, learned to sidestep pain. He read, he stayed late in school, he kept to himself.

Then came the calamity. Joan Ryan died of cancer; she died a slow and frightened death— frightened for what would happen to the ones she left behind.

The Ryans left Ballinagore. Two of the older boys stayed on in the jobs they had found, and with one of the girls long gone to San Francisco, Larry Ryan took the remaining six children to the ship. He found work in South Boston, and he found a house and a yard and a life. No wife came to him; he and his six children lived in a welter of angst. School claimed the older ones and the youngest, but he hid Vincent as an unpaid servant.

The abuse of the child continued and the brutality resumed. For four years the other children brought no friends home; they could not reveal their brother’s dreadful life.

One afternoon a local priest called, with a young and cheerful face. A Ryan girl, just beginning homework and still in her convent school uniform, opened the door a crack and said, “My father’s out.”

The priest, though, had an excellent nose and he wheedled his way in. “Who keeps this house? It’s neat as a new pin.”

The children looked one to the other, and their furtiveness took the priest down the wrong path. He assumed an illicit woman; he found a damaged boy.

By the next weekend, Vincent Ryan was living away from home. The priest had come back— with another, more senior cleric. Again, Larry’s absence helped, and they extracted the family history from the girls. When the tears flowed so did the final secret— and Vincent was fetched from the shed where he slept. He spoke no word, answered no questions. That day his face was free of marks, but not his legs.

From that moment until he was eighteen, the Church raised Vincent Ryan. He never told them his entire story, he never spoke the family tale in full. They knew he understood the rawness of his circumstances, and they gave him the deepest support. To reduce his self-blame, they found him tales to read: Joseph and his Coat of Many Colors, medieval cruelties, victims in real life.

He read all the stories left for him, every book, every magazine. If he recognized himself he never said; if he raised his morale by comparison it never showed; he was mannerly, studious, clever, and quiet. But they never fully unlocked his damage and that was the greatest mistake.

To leave Limerick, Robert climbed into Maeve MacNulty’s shiny blue car.

“C’mon, Handsome, I’ll get you on your way.”

She rose from the breakfast table; after the singing party she had stayed the night.

Since eight o’clock that morning, neighbors had been dropping in; uproar had broken out downtown. In Pery Square they already knew; in nearby Catherine Street the guns had opened up at dawn and stammered intermittently since then. Anxious conversation had taken place as to which route out of town could get Robert to the Killaloe road.

Sheila Neary’s farewell surprised all who saw it. She hugged Robert; she implored him to come back and hugged him again— nobody had ever seen her hug a man before. Robert accepted the embrace and assured her that he would return. The car turned around in a circle, and the neighbors waved from the steps.

The journey they made that morning was leafy and long. Not a soldier was to be seen, not a person was abroad, and not even Maeve MacNulty spoke as the car bumped and swayed. On small roads they sputtered; over little bridges they clanged. Robert looked everywhere; he was like a man new to the world. He felt refreshed and encouraged— by the welcome, by the success at solitaire, by the bright morning air.

After an hour and more the car swung into a road too narrow almost to fit. “It widens,” she promised. “This place is called Ardnacrusha.”

The road certainly broadened— into a lane with a much worse surface—and it ended in a farmer’s gateway on one side and a high bank on the other. On top of the bank there seemed to be a path. She turned the car in the gateway until it faced back the way they had come. When she climbed out, Robert followed and unloaded his rucksack, plus the food that Sheila Neary had given him. He strapped on the rucksack.

“If it wasn’t illegal, I’d ask you to give me a kiss. I always love forbidden fruit,” Maeve MacNulty said.

Robert took her hand and kissed it.

She laughed and said, “That’ll have to do. At least I don’t have to talk about you in Confession.” Then she pointed. “That’s your pathway there. You have a lovely walk from here to Castleconnell. Take your time.”

She climbed back into her car, waving a hand in her merry style, and roared away, a large and hopeful Amazon of romance.
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Firmly established within one of his good days, Robert climbed the grassy bank. At no stage had he or anybody else calculated daily walks. He had a vague impression that he could travel one mile or twenty be interrupted with hospitality or meet nobody. With no schedule, he had no farewell date.

In Limerick, some said, “He’ll be here a year.” Others doubted: “He’ll be gone next month.” He himself was still without competence in the crucial matter of time.

North of Limerick the Shannon has rapids as wide as the stream itself, and the water tumbles down a long slope of the countryside. Sometimes, on summer days after dry weeks, there are pretty and chuckling torrents; these are the Falls of Doonass, the picture on the Shannon family’s wall. On that July noon, after a shower twenty miles north, the river bubbled like a child.

Robert sat down to enjoy the sight— but didn’t at first connect it to the picture at home in New England. The word Confession, used playfully by Maeve MacNulty had jarred him. But I’m not shaking. I’m not shaking at the word. That’s good. I’m not even trembling.

Whether he yet understood it, he had begun— first sure sign of returning health— to map his own progress.

Archbishop Sevovicz knew— but never voiced— his mandate. He never had the chance. When he had arrived in Boston, he presented his letter from the Papal Legate— and watched the big man across the desk.

Warned of wiles, he tried to second-guess: Will he say yes? Will he say no? Will he say neither? Will he let me in? Will he force me out? Will he shut me down?

Cardinal O’Connell was vague. Tapping the letter as though quoting from it, he said, “Every part of my archdiocese needs more attention. My flock is like any other— it needs and suffers.” He looked out of the window and murmured, “Very kind of the Holy Father. Very kind.”

Was this the cardinal’s resistance? Sevovicz asked for a clearer brief.

His Eminence said, “I have no clearer brief to give you. You’re to add greater care to my see.”

To which Sevovicz said, “Perhaps I have misunderstood.”

“And you’d like me to be specific?”

Thus did His Eminence yank the trapdoor shut; thus was Sevovicz caught. Specific was the last thing the Papal Legate wanted; Sevovicz was supposed to roam.

“Anthony,” said the cardinal, “I have something very specific. I have a true human problem on my hands; it needs compassion and experience. It needs a man of special gifts. I haven’t been able to find the right person until now. God sent you.”

Sevovicz had risen through the byzantine politics of the Catholic Church. After the Vatican briefing on this, his newest, post, he had few illusions about His Eminence’s astonishing skill. He faced now a man of cunning and style; he faced a man who could get things done without ever seeming to ask for them. No church politician could do more; Sevovicz himself had done these things quite well and quite often.

When he met Bill O’Connell, though, he saw that he, Anthony Isidore Sevovicz, former Archbishop of Elk, stood nowhere near that height. The subtlety. The complexity. The power. He peered at the cardinal as though testing his own eyes and testing his own grasp of human nature— because he saw before him a man of great decency and corruption, a man of huge bombast and sad expression, a man who would die for those he loved and who had lied to the pope.

Everybody who knew him saw that O’Connell pressed into service every encounter in his fierce life, every moment of his own existence. Whether chairing his archdiocese meetings or pumping bigwigs for cash, he drained each hour of its potential. Thus, when Sevovicz sat back and considered the cardinal’s brief to “adopt” Robert Shannon, with all the unsaid words, all the floating hints, he knew he had witnessed a piece of fine work.

Many times he replayed the conversation.

“Anthony, isn’t it? Anthony I. What’s the I—Ignatius?”

“Isidore.”

“So you’re not a Jesuit?” He smiled at his own joke and built upon it. “I knew a seminarian once whose first two names were Ignatius Loyola— but he cut.”

“Cut, Eminence?”

“Never got ordained.” O’Connell smiled. “So— Rome sent you to help me?”

“Indeed, Eminence.”

“Yeah, Rome is like that.”

As Anthony remembered his brief— finances, priestly behavior, unseemly style— the cardinal murmured as though to himself, “They knew I wanted somebody special.” In a single move he had made it seem as though he himself had sent for help and asked for the best.

That was the first time Sevovicz met Cardinal O’Connell— and he met him only once more. The occasion still rang with alarm, not least because the cardinal came without warning to the house where Sevovicz and Father Shannon lived. They saw the car arrive— and they saw the big man climb out of the backseat, accompanied by Bishop Nilan.

“Oh, my God!” murmured Sevovicz, and went down the stairs to the hall.

The greetings over, His Eminence spoke. “Now, where’s our young hero?”

A soft call up the stairs brought Robert into view; he came down, dropped to one knee, and kissed the cardinal’s ring.

Sevovicz had never seen Robert with His Eminence— with Bishop Nilan, yes, many times and always with ease and comfort.

“Father Shannon, let me see you,” said the cardinal, who had donned the full red of his formal robes.

The eyes narrowed, the dark jowl tightened as he peered this way and that.

To Sevovicz’s surprise, Father Shannon stepped back and made gestures of wishing to be excused. The cardinal showed a touch of annoyance but then raised his hand in blessing, and Robert left the room.

“You seem to be doing a good job, Anthony.”

“Thank you, Eminence.”

Bishop Nilan, flushed with importance, said pleasantly, “It has been an exercise in diligence, Eminence. And it has been my pleasure to observe it.”

The cardinal said to Bishop Nilan, “A room to sit for a moment?”

The fretting bishop hurried. All three men, led by the cardinal, sat at the dining table with the door firmly shut. Nilan opened his mouth to offer food and drink but the cardinal took control.

“How is he, Anthony?”

“I would say still fragile, Eminence.”

“Fragile? Hmmmm. How is his memory?”

Nilan looked down at the table; Sevovicz never flinched, even though he knew that the word memory in this context carried as much freight as a ten-ton truck.

“He is more— shall we say, settled, Eminence.”

Anthony Sevovicz had not become an archbishop by accident. He possessed that greatest of corporate political skills, the sense to give the perfect answer. In a body as political as the Catholic Church, that meant always knowing what the questioner was seeking. The cardinal sought reassurance, and now Sevovicz knew for certain why he had been given this job.

“Settled? Calmer, is that it? Would you say, Anthony— would you say that he had been delusional?”

“It’s part of the condition, is it not, Eminence?”

“Does a man like that— I mean, a sufferer— does he forget the things he said when he was delusional?”

“He has asked me, Eminence, that he might make his confession. You know that we have not permitted him to make a confession while he has been recovering. But we are ready to take down his words.”

“Um. Not yet, I think. And then perhaps I should make myself available to hear his confession— let him feel my blessing.”

Bishop Nilan said, “Very generous of you, Eminence, very generous.”

Cardinal O’Connell asked again, “And he’s not making wild delusional statements anymore?”

“I make sure, Eminence,” said Sevovicz, “that he spends all his waking hours in my company— and only in my company.”

Codes lay thick on the ground. The cardinal had called on Sevovicz to check up. This young priest, who had once worked in the archdiocesan chancery, might still be shouting things.

After the earlier incidents, nobody had had the courage to repeat Father Shannon’s exact words, but everything the young priest had been ranting meant discredit and outright shame. Every allegation suggested impropriety— on many and varied levels. Sevovicz had not heard any of this in person; by the time he took Robert in his care the young man had withdrawn. Prompting would make him worse— but if he recovered he might tell the truth.
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Several months later, when Robert had begun to get a firm hold on life, Sevovicz received a directive: Bring Father Shannon to Boston. Their reception had a formal and distant tone, and O’Connell never appeared. After an hour the monsignor told them, “His Eminence will hear Father Shannon’s confession now.”

Sevovicz waited and grew anxious. This confession should have taken no more than minutes; the priest could hardly have been expected to recall his sins before his traumatization. When Robert emerged, he seemed to have regressed by several months. The zombie walk had returned, as had the old chalk pallor, and he had been weeping.

“His Eminence will write to you,” the monsignor said to Sevovicz.

“Are you all right, Robert?” Sevovicz asked, outside the door.

The priest shook his head, and his collar worked loose. Closely, side by side, almost as though clinging to each other, both men walked away from the gate. That night, back in Hartford, Sevovicz sat by Robert’s bed until dawn, soothing his distress.

The river pathway had broken in places, damaged in winter floods. Robert saw no other walker—not a fisherman, not a traveler— just a lone boatman in a small flat-bottomed craft who seemed to be navigating downriver by sitting as lightly as possible on the bouncing waters. He held only one oar and, with it, pushed himself off this rock and then that one and then another. The falls captivated Robert; he was beginning to realize that fountains gave him peace, as did tumbling waters of any kind.

And then, after several minutes of looking and enjoying, a sudden excitement hit him: Are these the Falls of Doonass? The mind labored, the heart lent its help, the memory, the picture, almost arrived.

A cloud across the sun changed the mood. Robert walked upstream toward the crumbling ruin of a castle. That also looks familiar.

He stared and stared— and finally walked on.
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In 1813, in Roxbury, Massachusetts, was born a child named Nathaniel Currier. In 1824, in New York City, was born a child named James Merritt Ives. Currier trained as a printer in Boston and Ives as a bookkeeper; when they became brothers-in-law they joined forces and made their fortunes.

With widespread literacy so new, much of America had not yet received its own literature of itself. Currier and Ives set up teams of illustrators who painted “American scenes”: Autumn in the Adirondacks; The Old Mill in Summer; Winter on the Hudson.

In the eventual industry— they produced more than eight thousand original titles— nothing was ruled out: battles of the Civil War, Mississippi paddle steamers, Washington at Princeton. Great stories from the news also made it into color within days of their breaking: shipwrecks, train crashes, prizefights.

But it was Christmas that nailed the market— calendars showed the way. This was a public that wanted to feel things; nostalgia rang bells at the till; the fledgling nation needed its past.

In this New World, the immigrant races were thriving one by one; few of these emergent Americans had such sentimental luggage as the Irish. Forced to leave, they wanted home. They knew they couldn’t have it, so they settled for the intimations. Currier and Ives, sniffing the wind, sent a team to the Old Country. They came back with The Falls of Doonass plus hundreds more; their Irish catalog made a mint. And sank a root; henceforth the love of the land that was lost would prove balm to the souls of millions. In due course, some of them, the new Irish-American rich, set off in search of their roots and asked along the way. It became— and remained— a tourist industry for the Irish at home.

By the early 1920s, although the searchers had their Currier and Ives illustrations, their own songs, and soon their own movies, they did not yet have formal genealogists. To fill the gap, some amateurs— teachers or lawyers in small towns, men with an interest in their own country anyway—helped by providing a sort of service. In Limerick they had told Robert Shannon that if there was one man who could dig up anyone’s family roots, it would be Michael “the Lion” Tierney in Castleconnell.

On the edge of the village, not far from the Falls of Doonass, a stone lion sat sideways on a gatepost. Neither grand nor imposing, it looked Robert in the eye and he patted its little head. Since another lion’s head soon appeared, in the form of a door knocker, Robert assumed that he had found the right house. And he assumed, also reasonably, that this leonine fondness gave the man his sobriquet.

Not at all. When the door opened the man who stood there had a mane of sandy hair and a deep fringe of dense whiskers all around his face. This, without any possible shadow of doubt, was Michael the Lion— a kindly beast too—who said, “Are you looking for long-lost cousins?”

Robert’s surprised expression brought forth an explanation.

“You’re a Yank, unless I’m greatly mistaken.” And when Robert nodded the Lion continued. “Ah, I get a lot of Yanks. Folk in Limerick tell them I know everything, and these poor people come here and find I only know half of everything. Will you have a drop of something? Herself isn’t here, but she’ll be back in a minute and she’ll make you a cup of tea. Come in, come in.”

Impossible to tell his age— forty, fifty, sixty— in a shattered tweed suit, the pockets bulging like pelicans’ beaks. He wore six pens at his breast like a general wears decorations, and all of them had leaked ink down the tweed.

“Sit, sit, what’s the name itself?”

“Robert Shannon.”

“Well, you’re not a butcher, I can tell that straightaway. I s’pose you met the Chopper?”

Robert nodded.

The Lion laughed. He had unexpectedly perfect teeth, as neat as a trimmed white hedge. Robert almost felt disappointed that the Lion showed no fangs.

“That fella, that butcher, now he’s three hundred percent illiterate. My sister tried to teach him at school, and he resisted all who approached his mind. He can’t read or write or make his mark, as they say. And he’ll tell you to your face, ‘I won’t read and I don’t write,’ that’s his way of covering it up. But at Limerick Agricultural Show every year for the past ten years, he’s the man who wins the Guess the Bull’s Weight competition, and he’s always accurate to two pounds. We all have to be good at something. You’re a priest, am I right, Father?”

Robert said, “Yes.”

The Lion looked at him as the Chopper Shannon must have looked at a Guess-the-Weight bull. “D’you know a Father Donegan at all in America?”

Robert shook his head, and the Lion said, “Fair enough, I was only asking. I s’pose you’re wondering how I knew you were a priest?”

Robert smiled and said, “I’m getting used to it.”

“Ah, it’s easy enough to understand,” said the Lion. “Priests have a steady cut to their jib.” He stroked his whiskers. “What happened your hand, if you don’t mind my asking?”

Instinctively Robert hid the scarred knuckles.

“You weren’t a chaplain, were you?” said the Lion. “My brother came back minus a leg. And d’you know, I can never remember which leg.” The Lion shook his head; light flashed from his mane. “What can I do for you at all, Father? Name it. Name it.”

Robert began to ease. “The Shannon family?”

“Well, I’ll tell you now,” said the Lion in his practiced speech, “If you asked me about Hallorans or Hoolihans or Hannigans or Hartigans, if you asked me about Dooleys or Dolans or Dalys or Donnellys, I’d have the answer pat for you. But the Shannons I was never asked about— for the very good reason that I know nothing about them. Apart from the river herself, the Chopper is the only Shannon I ever came across until you walked in here. What do you know about them yourself?”

Robert said, “They lived somewhere on the banks of the river. They were evicted.”

“Any idea when? Or what county?”

“Early in the seventeen hundreds, but I don’t know the county.”

“And so you’re traveling the river. The right thing to do. They were Catholics, were they?”

Robert jerked in surprise. “Might they not have been?”

“Oh, Father, they coulda been anything. They could have been outlandish things, like—I mean, Baptists or Methodists, any of that sort of crazy thing.”

“Would Protestants have been evicted?”

“A lot were,” said the Lion. “One of the big religious persecutions in Ireland was when the Anglicans— Episcopalians, you call them— tried to drive out the real Protestants, the Presbyterians and them folk.”

“The reform churches?” said Robert. He followed this line of information as though it led to safety— the safety of once again being able to take in and retain knowledge.

“Yeh, the very thing. That’s it.”

“Could the Shannons have been reform church?”

“Ah, people could be anything back then, they could be Quakers or Zulus and what did it matter in the long run? There’s a Heaven and there’s a Hell, and that’s the deal closed.”

The Lion stood, went to a closet, and took out a bottle.

“Father, what kind of a man am I that I didn’t ask you if you have a mouth on you?”

Robert said, “I—um—don’t drink.”

The Lion spun as though stung.

“What? Get away with that! You don’t drink? How in the name of God are you going to get yourself up through Ireland with a dry mouth on you? Eh? Eh?”

Michael the Lion filled himself a tumbler of whiskey large enough to kick-start a shore leave.

From the rear of the house came a noise and a call. “Michael?”

“Oh,” said the Lion, hiding his whiskey glass on the floor beside his chair. “That’s Herself.” He called back, “We’ve a visitor here, so mind your language.”

A woman taller than six feet came to the door of the living room; her sandy hair, in curls tight to her head, made Robert think of a mop. She hung back, in the manner of the dreadfully shy.

“Hello.”

“What is he?” said the Lion. “You’ve to guess what he is.”

“Would you like a cup of tea, Father?”

“Hah! Ya see? You can’t beat Herself for guessing.”

Herself disappeared. The Lion winked at Robert, reached down for his tumbler, took a champion’s swig, concealed the glass again, and rubbed his hands.

“Now. Here’s the thing about ancestry. When a lot of the Yanks comes over here tracing their families, they already know what they’re looking for. But they don’t know that they know it. Do you follow me, Father?”

The Lion rose again and reached up to a bookshelf. He took down what looked like a countinghouse ledger, a tall thick book with red marbled covers and a burgundy spine. When he had spread the ledger open on the table, he invited Robert to look.

“See, Father. Here’s a Hogan family from Philadelphia that I traced two years ago. And here’s the first family that I ever traced, MacCombers in Canada. They came in here one day out of the blue, and they were dripping jewels; they own forests in New Brunswick.”

The ledger had charts, family trees in colored inks, dates and accounts of sea passages, myriad names— all executed in exquisite handwriting, neat as a monk’s.

“And this is what the Yanks don’t know. When they find out where they came from, they’re lifted up by it. They make a connection— here, I’ll show ya.”

He thumbed the great leaves of the ledger as reverently as a priest with an ancient vellum and found a page of grand arrangements. The family tree spread across the top and from it depended hosts of sons and daughters— names in neat lines.

“This is a family called O’Connor, living in Chicago. They came to me through the Bishop of Killaloe. I was able to go back to the last High King of Ireland, Rory O’Connor, and show how they were descended from him. It wasn’t a direct line, but they wrote to me and said that what was important— and they never knew it would be— was that it gave them a good place in the past to go to, not just some emigrant ship. The past is often the best place.”

Robert stood back, to gain a better perspective on the two great pages.

“I’ve imagined,” Robert said, “a small house, high above the river.”

The Lion clapped his hands. “But if you saw that very ground? If you stood there? I mean to say, Father— it’d give your heart an armchair to sit down in, wouldn’t it?”

As Robert struggled with that image, Herself came into the room with a tray. On it sat two book-sized wedges of fruitcake, glistening black with raisins and currants, and one cup and saucer.

Robert lifted the teacup and looked inquiringly from the Lion to Herself. She blushed and said, “I don’t want any myself, Father, and he has his whiskey.”

Herself then disappeared, and Michael the Lion went for the hidden glass once more. He drank, burbled a little, set the glass down, and visibly gathered his senses.

“Father, I have— I have …” And he stopped.

Robert waited, looking around the room. A maned stuffed toy with the—superfluous—label LION around its neck sat on the upright piano. Two great pictures of lions in black japanned frames hung on either side of the mirror above the fireplace. A small marble statue of a lion stood on a plinth that said KING OF THE JUNGLE.

Michael the Lion had more stains on his clothing than Robert had ever seen. And the more Robert stared, the more some of them began to look like lion’s heads. Michael started to speak again.

“I have serious things to say about people tracing their family. The reason we want to discover our ancestors is a very strong thing. ‘Tis as strong, in certain ways, if you’ll forgive me, Father, as prayer. Here’s what I’m saying. If I said you’re forty years of age, and all you know about yourself is that you were born, say, over the hill over there, in some old bit of a house, you’ve nothing to go on. You’ve, like, no bank account. I mean, what was there before you, your father and maybe your grandfather? If that’s as far back as you can go, God help you, for you’re a poor man.”

He had caught Robert’s attention, as much with his passion as with his ideas. Robert leaned forward, trying as hard as he had ever done to concentrate and retain.

“A poor man?” he repeated.

“Yes, Father, a poor man. A very poor man.”

The Lion hit the arm of his chair with a thump— and Robert did not start in fright.

“A very poor man, because supposing you did know who you were in the long-term backwards— and suppose you knew that in the long-term backwards there was a wonderful sportsman or artist or a woman famous for her piano playing in your family—well, you’d go forward in a different mood, wouldn’t you? And you’d want to know, were you any small bit like them, wouldn’t you? And if you were— well, wouldn’t that lift your spirits? Those are the benefits of the past.”

The Lion grabbed his glass and sat forward.

“Father, if we don’t come from somebody, we’re nobody. If we don’t come from somewhere, we come from nowhere. And if we don’t know where we come from, how do we know where to go?”

The Lion delivered this last flash of rhetoric with the air of a man nailing a thesis to a cathedral door. Robert nodded, certain that he should embrace the Lion’s belief— but, like many before him, not at all certain why or indeed how.
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Michael the Lion had a clock on the mantel, a pretty white-faced clock with Roman numerals and lions with upraised paws on either side. Knowing that he had to make Killaloe before nightfall, Robert took his leave of the Lion at two o’clock. Herself appeared and pressed a newspaper-wrapped package into his hand— more of the fruitcake—and when he opened it a hundred yards farther on, it was delicious to the last crumb.

The Lion had said as a farewell, “Make sure you’re on your own when you eat it, Father. Or you’ll have some chancy hoor who’ll want every bit of that cake.”

Obviously Father Robert Shannon had heard the word whore before; it had been in Shakespeare after all, at school, and the boys had debated its root. In his lexicon it meant, naturally, prostitute or, more generally, a term of female derogation: loose morals, unfastened behavior, lax attitudes. Not anymore. He had just heard it in “Irish,” as it were; the Lion had used it casually, to describe jokingly a grasping person, an individual so cheap he’d take another man’s cake.

For the Irish, though, it multiplies in meaning like a cell divides, with many shades and tones.

Sympathy comes into it: poor hoor is a term of condolence, as in “The poor hoor put his shirt on a horse last Saturday.” Incompetence, too: “And d’you know what, that hoor of a horse is still running.” It can be admiring, as in clever hoor, meaning smart boy. Or it can be a term of general approbation, as in “them Murphys is hoors,” meaning, “a decent family when all is said and done.” Some use it with a nod to its general origins in bad behavior; a fouling sportsman will be a dirty hoor; a dangerous individual is a vicious hoor.

It connects to the emotion of surprise. Break good news to someone and they’ll say, “Ah, you hoor!”—meaning amazing. Or it depicts someone being difficult: “He was a hoor about that.” Men use the word to agree stoutly on someone’s excellence in a chosen field: “a hoor at the plowing” means a plowman who can carve the straightest of furrows. And, most comprehensive of all, “I never saw a bigger hoor” does not suggest that the speaker has just glimpsed an unusually large lady of the evening, it means anything from praise to contempt, from admiration to hate.

Robert Shannon, of impeccable education and elegant vocabulary, had just sailed into the harbor of this flexible, versatile word. He raised an eyebrow at the Lion and almost looked up and down to see whether by some amazing social accident a twilight woman had just appeared on this empty country road.

At a steady and good-humored pace, Robert reached sight of Killaloe in some hours; this was his longest, most sustained walk yet. A cart or two passed him, going in the opposite direction. Dogs barked from behind gates. Cows in the fields swung their heads and looked at him. Two horses galloped to a wall by the road and hoped for apples.

Limerick had offered plenty of advice: Ancient town, Killaloe; ask for Mrs. Horgan’s— she has the best breakfast; her husband has great stories—stay overnight. On the bridge he stood and watched a man fishing—the long looping swings of the line arching through the air like a lazy letter S and then the fly settling on the calmer plates of the water— and he realized that if he stayed in Killaloe he would have to cross the Shannon. The archbishop had said, “Be consistent. Go up one side of the river, come down the other side. A constructed journey, Robert. Do not cross the river.”

Notwithstanding that he had now come to a legendary place, he walked on; he had some hours to go before nightfall. As he walked he looked across the river at the town. They said it had once been the most important place in Ireland. And they said that all the Church’s power was once concentrated there. To Robert, though, if he hadn’t found his roots, Killaloe was a last chance to be picked up on his return journey. He walked on.

“Don’t forget to ask about the banquets,” they said in Limerick, and they told him how the great king Brian Ború fed his soldiers in their fort from his kitchens at his castle, and a line of a hundred servants had passed the food down along the riverbank at Killaloe.

He ate as he walked, the last of Sheila Neary’s lamb-and-onion sandwiches; he drank the milk she had given him and stood the bottle gently by a roadside tree.

After an hour he began to tire. No building carried a BED AND BREAKFAST sign, nor had he yet seen a house in which he might have liked to stay. Tiredness, he knew, brought its problems; exhaustion concerned them all.

“Avoid fatigue,” said Dr. Greenberg.

“Six hours a day,” said the archbishop, “and no more.”

He had walked five.

Ahead, a man in the uniform of a postman worked at a gate. Robert approached him; the man wrestled with a broken catch. When Robert said, “Excuse me,” the man jumped.

“Yeh. God, you gave me a fright. This catch has me scuttered.” Then he looked at Robert and lifted his shiny-peaked cap. “Sorry, Father. And amn’t I right calling you Father?”

“This is Lough Derg?” said Robert anxiously.

“Yep,” said he. “The red lake.”

Robert looked carefully at the surface of the water.

“I know what you’re thinking,” said the man. “It don’t look red.”

“No,” said Robert.

“Ah, but you see it was,” said the postman. “A long time ago. And it can be still. You’re a Yank yourself, aren’t you?”

Robert nodded.

“Good, good.” The postman paused and leaned on his gate; he had an audience.

“Here’s the way I heard it,” he said. “And it goes back a long time. Smoke, Father?”

Robert declined the packet and the postman lit a cigarette, keeping his audience waiting.

“In the old days, before we had any pianos, the man who entertained everybody was the bard. He was a man who could sing a song and tell a story. The songs he sang he mostly made up, and the poems he recited he mostly made up. And he was a man you had to stay on the right side of, for his wrong side could be as black as the hob of Hell. If he made up a poem that mocked you, and he went off and told it the length and breadth of the country, your name was mud. Anybody would feel they could attack you and rustle your animals, or cheat you at cards, or beat down your price if you were selling them your barley. So you had to be nice to them bards.

“Well, there was one notorious scut of a bard called Sheehy. ‘Tis a Kerry name. He wasn’t from Kerry, I don’t think, but wherever he was from, he was a rotten so-and-so. But he was a great bard too; he was very entertaining, usually at the expense of the household that had just recently hosted him, and he traveled Ireland mocking people like a mockingbird.

“So everybody was very frightened of him and with good reason, because he had the gift of humor. He could make up a poem or a song and have you in stitches laughing, and ‘twas only afterward that you realized what he was saying was vicious. A bit like a sharp woman.”

The postman warmed to his story; he straightened his shoulders’ hump.

“Well, he came one night to a house up there. D’you see that hill?” He pointed and Robert looked— at a bare green hill, some bushes, and a high sky.

“That place was owned by a decent man. I don’t know what his name was; we’re talking about a long time ago, maybe three or four hundred years before Christ was born.”

The postman stopped and dragged on his cigarette, thinking heavily.

“Now, what was his name? What was his name? I’ll remember it in a minute.” He paused. Robert looked again at the hill, trying to imagine a man of any name living there more than two thousand years earlier.

“Anyway,” continued the postman, “this poor man found himself one night consternated by a visit from Sheehy the Bad-tongued Bard. He’d rather get a visit from his mother-in-law. And, Father, you’re the lucky man you don’t have a mother-in-law, oh, Jesus Christ”—and then realizing that he had sworn in the company of a priest, the postman turned it into a prayer—”and His Blessed Mother and all the Saints in Heaven and God Himself, you’re the lucky man.”

Robert smiled.

“Well, the whole house was in a state of fear in case Sheehy would make up something bad about them when he was gone; they knew they had to please him, and you never saw such a dance of attendance. They all praised the verses he spoke that night, and the songs he sang; they did their almighty best to please this man with the bad mouth. And they had good reason to worry, because the poor man who lived here had only one eye— he lost the other in a battle over the rights to the river’s ford—and that kind of deformity was exactly the sort of thing that Sheehy loved to mock.

“So the next morning, as the bard was leaving, the man of the house praised him for his great entertainment the night before and said to him, ‘Now, Mister Sheehy, you’re due a fine gift from me and all you have to do is name it and I’ll give it to you.’ And he meant it. But Sheehy, that bad-minded bastard”—and the postman interrupted himself again. “Father, by that I mean he was known to have been born out of wedlock, the wrong side of the blanket like, and the word, which might seem rough to your ears, is actually a legal matter around here.”

Robert smiled again.

“Anyway, Sheehy the bard said, ‘There’s one gift I’d like,’ says he. ‘I’d like your eye.’ And the poor man, what did he do? He plucked out the one eye, he did—that’s a fact—and he wrapped it in a clean cloth and handed it over to Sheehy, who went off with it.

“The poor man was bleeding like a stuck pig, and he couldn’t find his way because now wasn’t he blind? And his servants led him down— see that bush over there?—they led him down there to bathe the eye socket in the waters of the lake. And d’you know what happened? The whole lake— and ‘tis a big lake— turned red in sympathy with that poor decent man. And that’s how Lough Derg got its name— a lough is a lake and derg means red. Now, isn’t that a sad story, Father?”

“Yes.” Robert smiled. “Tragic. Now, how far to the nearest place where I could stay?”

The postman, with glasses thick as bottles, sniffed.

“Well, there’s a convent in Portroe, but you’ll never walk it before dark.” He stopped and thought. “Tell you what, Father. I’ve my bicycle here; take it into Portroe. I’ve to go there tomorrow with the donkey and cart, so I can pick it up. Anyone’ll tell you where the convent is.”

Robert said, “Could I stay in your house for the night?”

The man looked embarrassed. “Ah, Father, you wouldn’t want to stay in my house, sure I haven’t a clean cup in the place. Here’s the bike. Leave it against the wall of the convent.”

And so it was that Robert cycled into Portroe that evening, arriving an hour before twilight. On the road, he heard a powerful engine, so he wheeled into the gate of a quiet farm. As he sat on the bicycle, hidden behind a shed, a truckload of guns-at-the-ready soldiers clattered by. The fear hung for a moment and then melted into the sky.

At the cream-colored walls of the convent, he parked the bicycle as bidden. The long knob of the doorbell yielded a faraway tumbling jangle. In the dim brown hallway with its bleached smell he produced the archbishop’s letter.

Minutes later, a nun had installed him in a large and stainless room. When he went back downstairs, other nuns twittered around him like happy black-and-white birds, delighted to do too much for him, if that were possible.

The convent dining room had small windows in dark walls— anaglypta paper painted dark chocolate brown. Dark mahogany boards gave a sliding underfoot. The long mahogany table wore a great cream linen cloth, and the room, if painted, would call for chiaroscuro— the chiaro from the cloth and the evening light, and the obscure from the dark wood that seemed to melt into the dark walls.

And the painter would have seen a tall man in a gray windcheater, with a floppy lock of hair, seated at the head of the table, the light reflected from its cream tablecloth to his face.

He was flanked by two nuns as he ate. They leaned toward him and asked him abundant questions about his journey so far. And they praised his careful timing; in Limerick there were “corpses in the streets.”

None among them knew anyone by the name of Shannon. They looked at one another, they sent emissaries to other parts of the convent. Embarrassed by their failure, they wrote a letter of introduction to a farmer and his wife at Clonmacnoise, some distance ahead on the river. He thanked them, they were so shining-eyed and insistent.

“Father, this is the point,” said one of the nuns, the intelligent Sister Rosario. “When you go there, you’ll understand why we are of the Church. This is where priests like you and nuns like us— this is where we began, in monasteries like Clonmacnoise, great places where hundreds of voices were raised in worship.”

The other nun at the table added, “And wait till you see how the land and the river and the scenery affirms your vocation, Father.”

Of course nothing affirmed Robert’s vocation anymore, nor had it for a long time. However, at the mention of the word he recalled the archbishop’s exhortation to find the people of the day in their vocations, study them, and learn from them what commitment looked like.

“You said,” he asked Sister Rosario, “that the convent makes its own butter?”

She glanced at the clock. “Sister Luke is doing it now.”

Their black robes swirling, their faces sweetly shaped by the tight white wimples, the nuns at table— joined by others— led him downstairs and out to the dairy across the yard.

Inside this long room of whitened walls and scrubbed stone floors, a woman in a brown gown stood by a tall wooden churn that narrowed near the top to a tight wooden lid. From a hole in this lid a handle protruded.

The woman in brown plunged this handle up and down. Her strokes had care in them. Shabby as a sack, she maintained a constant pressure. The brown cassock indicated an inferior class within the convent; she had never taken vows. Lay sisters came from families who were too poor to be reckoned with or were considered too unintelligent to be educated. They did the menial tasks and, though perceived as nuns with a convent life, remained laity in the eyes of the Church, free to leave at any time and never elevated to the status of bride of Christ.

Robert stood and watched the lay sister standing against the whitewashed wall. The plunger rammed up and down.

“Harder than it looks, Father,” said Sister Rosario. “Talk to Sister Luke about it. The butter’s her pride and joy.”

Robert had once given a sermon that began, “The human face does not always reflect the beauty that may repose in the soul.” Sister Luke undoubtedly had a simple and wonderful spirit, and she also had hair like paintbrushes on her chin. When Sister Rosario said, “This is our distinguished guest from America, Father Shannon, and he is very interested in how you churn butter,” Sister Luke, in her fifties, blushed red as puberty.

For all her grindingly hard work she had a pair of alabaster hands with tapering fingers. She put her face down to avoid being seen and plunged the churning pole up and down fiercely.

“Um, Sister Luke,” Sister Rosario tried again. “Would you like to tell Father Shannon how you make butter? And I think he probably will be able to hear you better if you rest for a moment.”

With the reluctance of a schoolboy, Sister Luke stopped and looked at Robert. In her diffidence her eyes seemed to roll up into their sockets as high as her frontal lobes.

“We makes butter every week, yeh, Father,” she said. “Our three cows gives us milk twice a day. I skims that milk. Into this bowl. With this.”

She showed Robert a large conical bowl of white porcelain with a blue rim around the top edge, and then she showed him a tool like a flattish wooden spoon with small holes.

“The milk slips out through the holes but the cream is too thick and it stays on the wand, ah, yeh.”

In her rising enthusiasm, Sister Luke had begun to forget her shyness.

“When this bowl here and its comrades is full of cream”—she pointed to a row of blue-rimmed bowls on the long wooden shelves—”I adds a bit of salt to each one.”

By now Robert could hear the archbishop’s voice again: Talk to the ordinary people. Ask them about their skills. Listen to their passion. That’s their vocation.

“So, Father, I’ll have a pile of the cream skimmed off and it’ll be sitting in the bowls and I’ll go to each bowl and I’ll skim off a bit of cream from each one and I’ll taste it for sourness. And the buttermilk’ll be all gone, ah, yeh.”

“We use the milk that has been skimmed for baking,” Sister Rosario interjected. “Nothing wasted, Father, nothing wasted.”

Sister Luke took back the limelight. “That’s when I’ll start to bring all the cream together into the churn here, a bowl at a time, Father, and the sourest on top; that’s the way I does it. Other people does it different. We all have our own troubles, don’t we? And when the churn is ready to be turned, I’ll scoop up a wand of the mixture and taste it, and I might add a bit more salt if it’s needed, and if I’ve too much salt in, and that can happen, I’ll add a drop of honey.”

Sister Rosario beamed at Robert. “Our own bees, Father, our own bees. Honey’s very good for you”—and Sister Luke elbowed her out of the limelight again.

“And then I clamps the lid tight on the churn and I starts the churning with the stick. That’s all ‘tis. You’ve got to be careful. Don’t hit too strong and don’t hit too weak. You’ve to listen to the cream in the churn, listen close, like you’d listen to a small child whispering to you.”

She hushed a finger to her lips, took up the churning pole again, and everybody leaned forward slightly and listened as she plunged the pole up and down gently. Robert heard a sucking noise: slok-slok.

As they walked back from the dairy, Sister Rosario said, “Father, there’s twelve of us here and we’ll all be at Mass in the morning. Is seven o’clock all right? The vestments are out and ready.”

Robert froze inside. Since this was an order of nuns and not a parish, he would not need permission from the local bishop to exercise his priestly faculties here. And as the nuns also knew this protocol, he couldn’t talk his way out of it.

Consequently he slept like a man lying on rocks, even though the bed proved excellent and the world was still. A dawn chorus stirred him at a quarter past five; in minutes he quit the front door. The nuns’ helpful, generous Clonmacnoise letter of introduction sat heavy in his pocket, weighted by his self-critical thoughts: Sneaky not to explain to them. Dishonorable to leave like a thief. Shouldn’t do this.

The previous night he had left the river behind; to find it again he must go west. At the edge of the village, just ahead of him, the way was blocked by a herd of cows, slipping and stumbling from a field to a farmyard. The boy patrolling this bovine rush hour had hair sticking up from his head in blond straws.

“Excuse me. The Shannon River?”

The boy pointed west. Robert watched the animals lumber and veer into the farm. He reached out and touched a passing roan flank.

It took him an hour to get down to the riverbank. Tired but not hungry, agitated but not dismayed, he found a tree to lean against and stood there for some long time, absorbing the river’s calm.

He had three objectives: He wanted to get to Portumna by nightfall, he wanted to savor the lakeshore as much as he could, and he wanted to ask ancestor questions along the way.

On his map he calculated that he would most likely spend the next two days meandering up the side of Lough Derg to Portumna. Folded into the map he had the names of four lakeside bed-and-breakfast places that had been given to him in Limerick.

His friends in the Church often asked, why wasn’t Robert Shannon a Jesuit? He always laughed and gave the same answer: “Parish work.” Jesuits tended to concentrate on the academic world, and Robert wanted to work with people. The question had a good foundation, though; not many pastors had well-to-do parents. His fellow ordinands came from working-class backgrounds, in some cases from severe poverty, and a posh boy like Robert stuck out.

When he announced that he wanted to be a priest, Robert’s parents had voiced surprise but no contest. They attempted neither diversion nor dissuasion. His mother, Julia, had almost died giving birth to him, and thereafter the traditional lines of who did what, so clear for friends and others of their class, blurred. Mom knew every aspect of her husband’s work; Dad had household sense.

In 1891, when Robert was two years old, the family’s position improved. His father had initiated and led a major decision for the company he directed, and from that moment on the firm boomed and became one of the biggest printing businesses in the United States. When the next year’s profits came in, the directors found themselves rich— and stayed that way. With this new fortune, the Shannons built extra rooms on the pretty house in Sharon with the Carpenter Gothic detail, and they also bought the large vacant lot behind. They hired extra housekeeping and general help— and in time they would buy the first Cadillac in Litchfield County.

In 1891 also, a new school opened near their town of Sharon, the Hotchkiss School. His mother, with a fine social history, visited, put Robert’s name down, and secured, as she thought, the future standing of her descendants.

Her own family had expressed deeply felt grief when she married. They knew Shannon for an Irish name; meeting the swain had confirmed their chagrin. The Adams manners triumphed— Julia never told her husband-to-be of her family’s extreme distress—but still, Bill Shannon sensed it. Every Irishman in New York knew his place: doorman, not husband, to the white Anglo-Saxon Protestants. But he said nothing, relying on his own considerable personality and immense ambition to retain his wife’s heart and, when necessary, impress her family.

Her WASP mother, the daunting Alicia, ordered a small wedding— and held it far away, in the Vermont village of their summer home. No Adams went to the ceremony; they waited back at home, tables all laid and ready, for the Catholics in the wedding party to return from the Nuptial Mass.

The happy couple had conspired to work that gathering like a caucus, and by the time they took their honeymoon train to Maine they had charmed their own wedding party beyond reproach. On the train the bride decided not to repeat her mother’s bitter last-night remark: “If he doesn’t know who his ancestors are— my dear, he might as well be illegitimate.”

Was that the moment at which Robert Shannon’s quest to trace his lineage was born? All through his childhood his father fed him legends of Ireland; he built for Robert a model Irish castle, complete with battlements; on the wall map, with his finger, the boy traced over and over the course of the river with his name.

Now, standing on its banks and shaking off the shame of his convent escape, Robert began to walk briskly once more. He knew— the surest knowledge that he carried with him— that walking was part of his cure. The archbishop made me walk. He said, We walk. Now I walk.

Anthony Sevovicz loved congratulating himself. He believed in it. In his view, those who self-praised were made for success. When Robert Shannon left Boston on Captain Aaronson’s freighter, Sevovicz found a coffee stall and reflected on the departing ship.

“Three things.” He counted them on his large fingers. “I controlled. I cared. I cured.”

Sevovicz had left Poland under a cloud, his self-destruction already famous in the Polish Church. Neither a discreet nor a devout man, he had never attempted to hide what he wanted: worldly comfort. He ran his see like an executive suite— servants, cuisine, cigars.

Church duties wearied him, so he delegated freely. He liked preaching, but only after he became an archbishop— when he could speak like a politician. Even then he preached rarely; early in his parish career he had come to the realization that his sermons, often an hour long, put people to sleep.

Like all those who take too much, one day he went too far. How had his brother, a poor man, suddenly bought a large farm? Did there just happen to be a similar amount missing from the archdiocesan funds? It was crude beyond measure, and Sevovicz knew he’d got it wrong— in fact, he had almost wrecked a life of brilliant management in the Church.

The Vatican took him in; in Rome he discovered that he was not the only rogue prelate. When he also learned to use the system, they had to find a job for him. Such is the way of the Vatican.

When he first took on O’Connell’s brief—the care of Father Shannon—Sevovicz bridled at how he had been finessed by the cardinal. Then he converted his mind-set to “What’s in this for me?” To give himself room to think it through, he made one condition: stringent privacy. The deal proved easy to close. O’Connell knew that Robert’s blurtings would go no further. Sevovicz would learn crucial facts about O’Connell— and in the Church, information is power.

When he finally collected Robert from the hospital and took him to the residence in Hartford, Sevovicz told nobody what he was doing; he let them believe he was saving a life. But he had met the medical team; he had an up-to-date diagnosis. Their positive reports lifted his spirits. The young priest could recover.

Sevovicz rubbed his hands. His original charge remained intact: “Bring down O’Connell,” they said in Rome. “Get the evidence we need.” Now he had, if anything, a better means of doing so. By all accounts this young man was too honorable not to talk.

Therefore, his secret mission was to heal Robert as totally as possible— and then get his testimony of O’Connell’s misdeeds. By spending additional money on Dr. Greenberg, Sevovicz believed he could do this.

But along the way, after a few weeks of Robert’s company, Sevovicz found himself ambushed. Unexpectedly he had found what he had always longed for, a worthy protégé. He knew he himself could never be the prince of the Church he had once hoped to be. But— oh, my God!— he could make this young man a king. He could bring back into intelligent and competent activity a priest who, before the war, had been known by all as a likely leader of the American Church.

Everybody said so, everywhere he went. Father Shannon had been “remarkable.” Father Shannon was “much loved.” Father Shannon was “the real deal.” Sevovicz intensified his efforts. He could now have it all, if only by proxy. All he had to do was deal with a slow-healing ailment.

And slow it proved. For months Robert had no direction. The firmness of which Sevovicz had heard, the sense of purpose, of will, of grasp— none of that had returned. Unless he was given a specific undemanding task and supervised while he did it, Robert still spent most of his time in aimless sitting.

Sevovicz came from the Eastern European cult of “clean body, clean mind”—the physique leads the brain. He aimed first for physical fitness. A vain man who liked to keep his own body trim, Sevovicz had for years walked briskly for at least forty-five minutes every day. Now he did so again and soon on these walks he was sometimes accompanied by his young ward.

In time, Sevovicz perceived in Robert a good response. At first he joined the archbishop’s walks an average two days out of seven. When they returned from such an outing, the shell-shocked young man’s sentences— if and when he spoke— grew longer. Gradually Robert became personally tidier, neater in his care of himself, and could be eased out of his adult diapers.

Encouraged, Sevovicz transformed the purpose of his own daily exercise. Day after day, he now insisted that the young man accompany him. On the more reluctant days, the archbishop went so far as to fetch the young man’s clothes and, with tender words, help him out of bed as though dealing with a child.

Soon, Robert began to slip into a rhythm and would wait in the hallway, sometimes for hours, until the archbishop was ready for their walk. As they struck out together each day, the older man knew his plan was working when Robert began to match any pace he set.

One day, Sevovicz attempted something new. On a pathway with a straight half mile ahead of them, he told the young priest that he wished to rest for a moment.

“You go ahead, Robert. I’ll catch up presently.”

Robert resisted, but the archbishop insisted.

“See? I can watch every step you take.” And he sat on a tree stump and folded his arms.

After Sevovicz rebuffed a further attempt to resist, Robert set out. Every ten yards or so, like a child still connected to a parent, he turned back to look at the archbishop. Sevovicz let Robert walk no more than a hundred yards before he resumed his own walk, and soon the two tall men strode shoulder to shoulder again.

A few days later, Sevovicz took another rest, and this time he let Robert travel a hundred and fifty yards or so. He also observed that the younger man did not look around quite so often, though he still seemed very anxious about walking alone.

This pattern became the norm. Soon, Robert turned back scarcely at all— and, even more rewardingly for Sevovicz in this crude but shrewd manipulation, the young priest would make it to the end of the half mile and wait there for his mentor. One day, he even walked back a hundred yards or so to greet the oncoming Sevovicz. By then, walking had been firmly established as a means to his cure.

The eastern shore of Lough Derg has reeds tall enough to hide a regiment. By the water, many trees cower from winter storms that pitch high waves against them. But when the wind drops and the sun comes out, a calm like no other falls across the land.

Wide spaces have arresting silences. Famine places lose all sound; the birds depart, the animals have no food so they leave or die; the people are too feeble to shout. Desert silence has a different echo: The sun makes the rocks crack, and suddenly a rogue wind will sweep across like a bandit. When the whistle of that wind has passed, the desert subsides, and when the noise of the sand falling and settling has faded, the silence returns and the sun makes the rocks crack once more.

On the shores of an Irish lake, the silence, soft as goosedown, touches the heart. Along Lough Derg, those high reeds cushion the land, sapping the wave power and swallowing the sound of the wind.

Mid-July, the time of Robert Shannon’s meanderings, is the best time to walk. The bird population’s young have emerged and, having yet no fear of humans, they fly close before alarm flutters them away. Thirsty farm animals come down to the lake’s edge and stand in the water, sometimes shoulder high. The horses prance; the cattle stand around as moodily as wallflowers watching the girls who’ve been asked to dance.

If Robert had been lucky he’d have seen a fox— which he didn’t. If very lucky he’d have seen an otter— which he did, and he stood mesmerized as, on a flat rock twenty feet out, the small intense whiskered creature systematically dismantled and then devoured a large pink-fleshed fish.

Robert ambled for several hours. The path became road, then path again, then lane, then path, then road. He stared at his map.

“Hallo there!” A shout— from where?

It came from a field— and a horse and cart appeared.

“How’s she cuttin’?”

Robert saw a man with a huge head, dense fair hair thick as thatch, and a smile wide as a gate.

“Where are you going to at all?”

Robert walked over to the cart and showed the map.

“Well, you’re in right luck, right luck. We’d a bit of rain here, and we’re still delayed with crops and hay and that. I’m going to a place called Lorrha; that’s most of the way to Portumna. Hop up,” and when Robert had climbed aboard, the carter said hup!

The cart had a floor of straw; Robert sat not uncomfortably with his legs hanging from the rear.

He was to spend that night in mixed company— in Lorrha, near Portumna—in the house of a priest who kept two racing greyhounds, Dolly Blue and Miss Mack, who ate at the priest’s table, were included in his conversation, and slept in his bed.

The carter put Robert down outside the largest house in the village, outside of which a man in short sleeves was trimming a hedge.

“Father Reddan,” said the man with the thatch of fair hair. “This man has to get to Portumna.”

Father Reddan, red-nosed and jolly as Father Christmas, found himself “delighted with a bit of exotic company”—which gave Robert cause to smile. As the carter disappeared down the dusty road, the priest asked, “Did he tell you the name of his horse?”

Robert shook his head.

“His horse is called Horsey. I asked him why, one day, and he said, ‘Well, nobody came up with a better name.’ That’s what he said.”

Robert showed Father Reddan the Sevovicz letter; the priest read it carefully and handed it back.

“Would you mind,” he said, “if we didn’t talk about the war? I had a lot of friends in the Munster Fusiliers, and they had a terrible time. My great pal, Father Gleeson— did you know him by any chance?—he was their chaplain, and he’s all right, but a bit shook up.” He looked at Robert. “Sort of like yourself, Father,” said the cheerful man with the red nose.

After a cup of tea, Father Reddan asked, “Would you take offense, Robert, if I said we might find the Shannons in the Protestant church?”

Robert shook his head, and they went for a walk. Father Reddan greeted people merrily, saying, “This is my great friend, Father Shannon, he’s a Yank.” To Robert he said, “This is a busy place for churches; the Dominicans were here and all kinds of other fellows.”

They found the little Episcopalian church locked.

“Oh, yeh,” said Father Reddan, “I forgot. They’re away for three weeks.”

Fruitless, they went back to Father Reddan’s house, where he— and Robert, following the example— shared every second bite of supper with Dolly Blue and Miss Mack.

Next morning, nobody called Robert. He woke at eight o’clock, having slept deeply; he attributed it to the previous day’s long walk by the lake. When he came downstairs, Father Reddan was sitting at the breakfast table, reading from his breviary. He closed it within minutes of Robert’s arrival, and his warmth radiated out once again.

“William will bring you breakfast in a minute. And Robert, you may be the very man I need. If you were in France with the army, doesn’t that mean you can ride a horse?”

Robert nodded.

“Well, I need a mare delivered to my brother in Banagher, and you’re going through Banagher. Would you take her there for me? It’d be great if you did. There’s a path by the river the whole way, I’ll lead you over to it.”

William arrived with breakfast— not a man, but a woman with blond hair and an educated accent. She rose to the occasion of Robert’s surprise.

“Wilhelmina. My mother was a cork or two short of a bottle.”

This was all she said. Father Reddan disappeared, as did Wilhelmina, leaving Robert with mounds of ham, eggs, and bread that had been fried with the ham.

After breakfast, a lively procession left the house. Father Reddan led the way, on a silver mare called Betty, while Dolly Blue and Miss Mack trotted along, their leashes tied to his saddle. Robert followed on Rose’s Surprise, a black mare eighteen hands high. The U.S. Army horses had been smaller, and Robert, when he became accustomed to the greater height, felt his spirits rise. The mare responded to every nudge, and before long he was able to drop his hands and work her with his knees.

An hour from the village, they left the main road and edged slowly down an overgrown lane, where the branches kept brushing hard across Robert’s face. Father Reddan found the riverside’s entry point and told Robert, “Follow the path and you can’t miss Banagher. You can stay the night with my brother, he’s great value and he has a fine big house.” He reached across and handed Robert an envelope. “But the letter is for you.”

Such a ride as Robert had that day comes rarely in life. The pathway, though remote, took travelers frequently enough to keep the way open. Any trees and bushes that might have encroached had been cut back, so that two horses side by side could have ridden through— and evidently often did. The Shannon had become a stream again, some miles above the top of Lough Derg, and thereafter that day the river stayed faithfully on his left hand.

He trotted Rose’s Surprise but never cantered her. Now and then he slowed her to a walk because the scene forced him to: a wide and confident river flowing between banks of lush green foliage, with swans and other birds and, in the distance, animals grazing on the hills. Sometimes the wind blew from the water; mostly the sun shone in an uninterrupted warmth. Unthreatened that summer by storming waters, the pathway bloomed in wildflowers— blues, yellows, reds—all against a background of a green that he had never seen before, a soft green, yet freaked with a voltage of black like a stab of energy.

He stopped once and dismounted, to stretch his legs— and to think. When he tethered Rose’s Surprise to a tree and stood with his hand resting casually on her high shoulder, he found himself in tears. He remembered Dr. Greenberg’s advice—”Always let the tears flow”—and began to collect his spirits. He did so more easily than he could recall having done for some time. Maybe a day will come when I am no longer frail

Father Reddan had said nothing of his brother, other than that he lived near Banagher (he gave Robert the address) and wanted his horse back. He had not told Robert of the brother’s veterinary practice, or of his prodigious consumption of whiskey, or of his magnificent motor truck (all wood and brass), or of his passionate feelings about the political history of his district, which remained very alive for him.

“I speak French,” said the vet. “I’m very fluent, because of the French here at Banagher. And I want to honor them by speaking their language.”

Robert said, “The French?”

Mr. Reddan said, “Oui. The very same.”

Robert said, “I didn’t know.”

There was no way he could have known. The French hadn’t been in Banagher for a hundred and twenty years.

“Oh, yes. We’d have no town here but for the French,” said Mr. Reddan. “Life would be very bad.”

A calf lay on a blanket in front of Mr. Reddan’s fireplace, and Mr.

Reddan prepared some warm milk, to which he added a dash of whiskey from his own glass. Robert had already declined— or, rather, had attempted to decline— but his glass was filled to the brim anyway so he just let it sit there.

Mr. Reddan filled a bottle with the warm whiskey-laced milk, fitted a rubber nipple to it as on a baby’s bottle, and began to feed the calf.

“Here,” he said, after a few minutes, “give him that, Father.”

He held the base of the bottle so that the calf could continue to drink, and Robert, a little unsteadily, took over the feeding. The calf’s brown eyes shone like lamps on Robert’s face, and the sucking proved so strong it almost dragged the bottle from his hands.

“His mother died at birth. That’s only the third cow I ever lost at calving in my whole and entire life.”

Mr. Reddan sat down in his chair opposite Robert and fell asleep. In a moment the only sounds in the room came from the slurping of the calf and the slurred snoring of Mr. Reddan. The calf soon emptied the milk bottle and Robert had to pull it away hard; the calf then caught Robert’s sleeve in its mouth and went on sucking. When Robert tried to ease the sleeve away with his hand, the calf found his fingers and began to suck them, a clammy and warm tongue.

Mr. Reddan didn’t wake up, nor did it seem likely that he would. Robert slowly relinquished the calf, who put his head down and closed his eyes too.

In search of food, Robert found milk, a cold chicken, and some sort of sweet cake, all hidden in a cupboard behind rows of unopened whiskey bottles. He ate on the bench outside the front door, watching the sun go down.

A man passing by said, “Don’t eat it all yourself.”

Robert asked, “Where is the River Shannon?”

The man pointed west. “You can’t miss it.”

“And where do the French live? Is there a French quarter?”

The man looked mystified. “There’s no French here. And I dunno what a French quarter is. Is it bread? Like a quarter of a loaf or something? A French quarter?” The man stroked his chin. “The French quarter? Well, a quarter is half of a half. And French is from France itself, so what we’re looking for is half of a half from France.” He stroked his chin some more and hitched his breeches. “Would it be like, say, a drink maybe, that’d be it. Yeh. Like a half-whiskey? Yeh.” He brightened. “A brandy, like; the French have great brandy. That could be it.” The man brightened further. “God, the French quarter. Very good for the heart. Any pub’ll tell you.” And he walked on.

Robert went indoors, saw that Mr. Reddan continued to sleep deeply, and climbed the stairs. As he turned left on the first landing he came to an abrupt halt. A boy sat there on the staircase, in striped pajamas, a blond boy aged about nine.

“He has a disease,” said the boy pointing downward.

“Oh,” said Robert. “That’s not good.”

“Sleeping sickness. He doesn’t know he has it.”

“I have a sickness too,” said Robert, an announcement that would have startled his caregivers back home.

“You don’t look sick either,” said the boy.

“My name is Robert. And yours?”

“Fergus. I’m called after a river in Clare.”

“And I’m Robert Shannon— same name as that river out there.”

He sat down beside Fergus, who turned to stare at him and then spoke.

“Are you staying a few days?”

“Perhaps,” said Robert. “How will your parents feel if I stay?”

“My father loves company. My mother lives in the town. She comes over to us every day.” Fergus saw Robert’s raised eyebrow and continued. “My mother says she won’t live with my father until he gives up drinking.” He saw Robert’s question and pressed on, “I stay here so that I can run and tell my mother the day he stops.”

“How long have you—”

“Four years.”

At that moment somebody knocked on the door— hard, loud. Robert looked at Fergus. “Somebody has a sick animal?”

Fergus rose, in no hurry. Robert watched as he walked downstairs. He opened the door a fraction— and then a hand reached in and snatched him. The door slammed shut. Robert sat, wondering what had happened. Then he heard Fergus’s voice: “No! I didn’t! No!”

Robert rose, thought to go down, sat again— the will had not yet caused the effort. He heard another cry, and this time he went down and opened the door.

Outside, two men held Fergus by the arms; a third tugged the boy’s hair and asked, “Where? Where did you take them?”

“I didn’t! I didn’t!”

Robert said, “Excuse me.”

The men turned to look at him. “Who are you?” said one.

“He’s a priest,” said Fergus. “He’s visiting us.”

Robert made a dismissing gesture— and the man let go Fergus’s hair. The others released Fergus’s arms and the boy stepped back inside the house.

For a moment nobody moved. Each of the three men looked hard at Robert, who steadily returned each gaze. Then one jerked his head and they sloped off. Robert waited until they had gone out of sight.

Indoors Fergus, shaking a little, waited in the hall. When Robert had closed the door, Fergus rapidly shot the bolts. To Robert’s inquiring look he said, “They think I’m bringing messages. They’re in the army.”

Robert looked into Fergus’s eyes and shook his head very slowly and very deliberately, as though to say, Don’t.

Fergus climbed the stairs, went into a room, and closed and locked his door.

Next morning, Mr. Reddan was feeding the calf when Robert came downstairs.

“Ah, I fell asleep last night, Father,” said Mr. Reddan. “Were you all right? My brother’ll eat me for my bad manners. But I’ll make it up to you, I’ll put you on the road to Clonmacnoise. There’s a man up that way who has a boat, and if you tell him I sent you he’ll take you the whole way.”

No sign, not a trace of Fergus. During the night Robert had heard a great deal of movement from the direction of Fergus’s room; at one moment he even heard a faint song, but the boy never appeared.

For breakfast Mr. Reddan made tea, and Robert ate some more cake. Mr. Reddan took Robert to his motor truck and sat at the wheel as Robert cranked the handle. The engine turned slowly, with metallic growls, and the handle snapped back in its arc.

Mr. Reddan called out, “Be careful. That thing is like a swan’s wing. It can break your arm.”

Robert persisted, and the engine started. He climbed in beside Mr. Reddan.

“My brother tells me,” he shouted above the noise, “that I shouldn’t be allowed to drive anything— not even a bargain.”

The previous night, Robert had opened the envelope from Father Reddan and found a chunk of money.

“Your brother is very generous,” he shouted back.

Mr. Reddan yelled, “He makes a ton of money on the dogs. Them two are the best-earning hounds in the country.”

Powerful men know not only whom to thank, they also know how. If you served Cardinal William O’Connell, he glowed; his thank-you smile could be seen miles away; you remembered it forever. He went on showing you his tender side— and it increased his power. People wished to do things for him: favors, services, donations. Much wants more, and those who discovered the warmth of the cardinal’s gratitude longed to do him ever more and deeper favors. Thus, many in the archdiocese took it upon themselves to render him services for which he had never asked.

In June 1922, a group of men met in a private house in South Boston, the most Irish enclave in the world outside of Ireland. Devout Catholics all, they convened to address a dilemmatic situation that had reached their attention through a concerned member of the archdiocesan clergy. One man, an accountant of some standing in the city, laid out the story like a balance sheet.

In the goodness of his heart, His Eminence had sent to Ireland a troubled priest. The man, not known to any of them as he was from Hartford, had been suffering from shell shock.

It was understood that the young priest had seen and heard at first hand about some difficulties that the archdiocese had been having. His Eminence had expressed private relief that the young man had gone away for some time, because apparently he had been talking— in fact, he had been talking wildly, and the things he had been saying disparaged His Eminence, and the clergy, and the Church. Disparaged them gravely.

Now, at His Eminence’s prompting, the young man had gone on an Irish trip, a journey such as any one of them might have taken to trace family roots. His Eminence had reluctantly agreed with those doctors who suggested travel as part of the cure for these unfortunate war victims.

Not that His Eminence made any suggestions or expressed any wishes— but would it not be best for everybody were the young priest not to return?

It would certainly solve a problem.
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Mr. Reddan had a farewell smile and a handshake.

“You’ll enjoy Clonmacnoise, Father. It’ll put sugar in your water.”

He said Au revoir with so many gutturals that it sounded like a stone rolling downhill. When the wonderful truck chugged away Robert stood on a wide path some miles north of Banagher. Mr. Reddan had directed him to stay on the bank until he came to a riverside house “out in the middle of the country. And mention my name.”

The Shannon that morning had a new color, almost a cobalt blue. Robert checked the skies and saw that, clear though they seemed, they darkened to the west. Since his time in France, thunder alarmed him, and the accompanying heavy rain seemed to sting him more nowadays than it had ever done in the past.

The blue of the river intensified, and lights began to appear, dancing on the water, yellow and gold lights, as though the flames on a thousand candles had begun to glow beneath the surface.

He looked again at the sky. The deep heavy clouds seemed not to be coming straight over after all but to be veering south instead of traveling east, so perhaps the rain might stay away. Impossible to tell, and the far-off boilings of the high clouds still rolled up the sky, eager to lick the sun. The atmosphere had become as heavy as a bell jar. He took out a packet of cake from the house in Banagher and began to eat as he walked on. There’s no doubt that I feel more placid. There’s no doubt that I feel— better.

Ahead, in a field on the far bank, a man worked with a scythe, the farmers’ scimitar, trimming a headland. The mowers had long gone, and the hay had been taken from the field. Now the green aftergrass, the meadow’s lovely inheritance, shone for its brief life. When the headlands had been trimmed and cleaned, the plowman would come in: I must be getting better. I must be improving. I’m beginning to see images of my own life in everything. And I’m getting gifts: I fed a calf I met an interesting boy; I have money in my pocket. Miranda stays in my mind. Silence has its reasons. But silence isn’t always healthy.

An accumulation had begun to rise in him, of all the warm experiences he had so far known in Ireland. And Sheila— Sheila Neary She showed me her spirit. These people. All this kindness.

Robert finished eating his cake, went down to the water’s edge, washed his hands in the river, and then cupped them to make a drink: Will I ever say Mass again? Ever hold out my hands to be washed after the Consecration, the Communion? Is my God too absent? He wasn’t in France. He wasn’t much to be seen in the Archdiocese of Boston, either.

In the changing light, the aftergrass had become as blue as Kentucky. He drew level with the man in the field on the far bank. The curved blade of the scythe gleamed and swung like a little comet.

Ahead, by a stand of beech trees, a small tall house sat on a height back from the water. A thin plume of smoke rose from the folk-tale chimney. Against the walls, high staves of curved wood leaned, like thin lounging men. The field behind the house had no fences, just wide-open green acreage, with a broad pathway narrowing into the distance. Here and there on the open land, limestone rocks raised their heads from the earth, giving warning glances with their eyes of white lichen.

The house seemed empty. Robert walked up the short path and stood in the open door. An old gentleman, as distinguished as a duke, whitemustached and ruddy-faced, half rose from his chair by the fire.

“Hallo, come in,” said the old man, extending his hand, which felt like leather gloved on wood, dry and gnarled and yet with a sheen.

“Are you the man who builds boats?”

“Oh, we’ve one nearly finished, and we’ll do you a fair price an’ all. We often get Americans here.”

The old man led the way through an open door, into a monkish bedroom with whitewashed walls and a crucifix, and through another open door into a high-ceilinged shed. Robert’s nose filled with the holy smell of woodworking decades: varnish, linseed, wax.

The rich skeleton of a long craft perched on struts. Some of the keel spars were already planked, working toward a high curving prow. Robert began to stroke the wood. The old man glanced at him and half nodded to himself.

“I make ‘em specially for the Shannon.” He patted it. “Seventeen feet trimmed.”

Then began one of those little relationships that occur in all good lives, as much silence as speech.

“We were always farmers too,” said the old man. He patted a sector of the boat toward the stern.

Then came a breath of silence.

“I like larch timber myself. And it don’t swell.”

Silence.

“You can get a bit of swelling in freshwater.”

Silence.

Robert touched the boat all the time. The old man watched him.

“The river floods?” asked Robert, finally.

“It does. It does so. That’s why we gave up the farming. Built the new house here, back high from the river this time. In case we were ever caught by a flood again. We were once.”

Silence.

Robert walked around the boat.

“I mean, I wasn’t born when the bad flood came, the one that drownded my grandmother and the child she was holding on to. The water trapped them in the kitchen of the old house and came in over their heads. That’s why my grandfather built boats.”

Silence.

Like a lover Robert drew both hands down the curved spine of the wood.

“But I seen a bad flood here myself. Up to the lip of the door. And the mud: wide, wide streels of it. Like you’d spread it with a flat knife. Dirty black and brown.”

Silence.

“We cut branches off the trees, threw them down on the mud, and covered them with straw for the horse to stand on.”

Silence.

“And I said to myself that day, How can anybody keep a family safe if they don’t have a boat to keep them up out of the flood? And I told myself I’d build the best boats ever seen, and so I’d best that river. That river is one vicious bitch, that’s a fact. But she’ll never beat a boat of mine.”

The old man straightened his shoulders and turned to look out the door. Robert looked too and saw only a calm stream today, with branches dipping on the far bank. He stood for a long time, stroking the wood, looking at the river …

In the afternoon the old boatman put food on the table: boiled eggs, soda bread, and tea.

“D’you want to get up to Clonmacnoise?”

“Mr. Reddan, he said—”

The old man interrupted. “Ah, isn’t he the sad fellow all the same? The best vet in the county and he sad as a wake. His heart and soul is in that wife of his.” He shook his head.

Robert helped the old man to carry the unexpectedly light boat down to the water. Within minutes they were under sail.

“There’s nearly always a westerly wind here,” said the old man. “We get a full sail as regular as wages.”

They saw nobody, not on the river, not on the banks. No drama visited them, except for a little turbulence when they passed a tributary’s entrance.

“That’s the Blackwater,” said the old man, who, once on his boat, became as nimble as a monkey. “A fairly useless river.”

The sail rarely flapped. Its firmness surprised Robert, who had been a guest on yachts out of Long Island Sound, where the cracking and snapping of canvas added to the thrill of the ocean. This boat rode as light as a leaf.

“Does it take long,” said Robert, “to learn how to sail the Shannon?”

“About three hundred years,” said the old man, with no irony.

A flight of birds swooped across the sky ahead of them, a dipping, floating black smudge.

“Have you ever known anybody who was named Shannon?”

“No.” He pointed downward. “Only herself.”

They went under the beautiful arches of Shannonbridge as smoothly as a smile. Robert felt a scrape on the boat’s keel and looked down; he could almost have touched the riverbed. The old man saw his alarm.

“If it hadn’t rained last night, I’d have had to go through that arch over there.” He pointed. “They made it deeper there. But it has a throw to it that I don’t like. ‘Tis all right when I’m coming back down.”

Robert counted the arches, as the old man watched.

“D’you know that it’s different every time you count them? How many did you get?”

“Sixteen,” said Robert.

“Count them again.”

Robert counted. “Sixteen.”

“Ah,” said the old man, and looked disappointed.

The river widened.

“There’s a ford up here,” said the old man. “You can nearly walk across.”

Robert had his map on his knee. “How far to—”

The old man pronounced it for him. “Clon … mac … noise. On the river, five miles.”

Between Shannonbridge and Clonmacnoise the water grew quieter than ever before. In places the land sat so low that Robert could look down upon the fields. The river took a wide bend to the west, and colors began to flash.

Stalks among the reeds glowed like tall thin matchsticks, vivid red at the tips. Petals from broken marsh flowers floated in bundles like yellow dolls. Purples and acid greens and startling whites shone through the beige legs of the sedges. Distant fields wore rugs of yellow-gold buttercups.

Robert’s shoulders dropped in rest. The peace of this stretch seemed to descend on the old man too. For the first time he sat down, the tiller a cello in his hands, the river beneath them its music. The airflow lifted his white hair gently from his head, and he raised his face to the sky. Robert closed his own eyes too and felt the breeze.

Great shrines have their sacred time of day. To visit Delphi, where Greece’s ancient soul still dwells, you must climb down from Mount Parnassus at dawn. Some pilgrims have followed Christ’s Via Dolorosa from Jerusalem, on their knees, to arrive at Calvary by three o’clock in the afternoon, the moment of death. The ancient Celtic monastery of Clonmacnoise yields most when approached from the river and seen at sunset.

Five hundred yards upstream, the old man brought his boat to the right bank. He tapped Robert on the shoulder—”Start looking over there”—and trimmed sail. The boat swung and slowed down. Robert stared. Long red streamers of clouds floated from the western skies; shadows had come to rest on the left bank. Then Robert saw what the nuns had meant, what the strange Mr. Reddan found thrilling, what the old man and his boat wanted him to see.

A group of ruined buildings came gliding into view. Tinged by light here and shade there, a tall round tower stood on a little hill, its top broken off. Just beneath it, like children around a teacher, gray crosses clustered, the austere headstones of a cemetery. Beyond them stood the fractured and pointed gable of what must have been a church. And now came another tower, with a damaged cone for a hat.

Had he seen pictures of it in his childhood, or did some race memory trigger his brain? Without needing to be told anything, he felt the mystery. He was looking at one of old Christianity’s powerhouses, founded fourteen hundred years earlier.

This air whispered with ancient prayers, spoken by monks in rough linen robes, men whose hair had been cut in the circular tonsure that replicated Christ’s crown of thorns; men who had made brilliant sacred manuscripts of vellum, painted in the world’s brightest colors from vegetable dyes; men who had prayed with every step they took, every task they worked at, every blink of an eye; men who had given every instant of their lives to their art and, through their art, to their God.

From this heritage too, Robert had sprung. Or so he had the right to believe, because from this race had sprung his ancestors. Whoever they had been, wherever they had lived on this river’s banks, the Shannon family, he believed, had come from the same nation race that had bred these men— these monks without malice, these devout priests, these humble, prayerful beings.

The old man asked him where he proposed to stay; Robert opened the letter from the nuns: a farm address. The old man knew the people. He edged the boat to the bank and pointed out the house across the fields. Robert stepped onto the grass, reached back, and shook the old man’s hand.

“Thank you. Very much.”

The old boatman said, “Godspeed.”

Robert climbed the slope and looked back at the boat as it set off downstream. He’ll have a faster journey home. Will darkness fall? But he has hundreds of years of knowledge. A boatman? An old boatman? In my life now?

For a long moment he looked in at the ancient ruins. A blackbird, out late, hopped among the thick graves, its yellow-orange bill a flash of light. In a tree somewhere, a crow swore.

If only Archbishop Sevovicz could have seen Robert that evening! Here was his charge looking with deep if undefined respect and awe into one of the most famous ancient places of the Church. This could be perfect.

Sevovicz had become obsessed with Robert Shannon. He might as well have fallen in love. Customarily, women gravitated to Sevovicz more than men, and women he charmed. Men he dominated— except Robert, whom he saw as a version of himself, a view that became a fantasy, a fantasy that became a belief. Day in, day out, Sevovicz added up the points.

First, they had the Church in common. Second, ambition: He had had the ambition to become an archbishop. So, he guessed, did Robert. Indeed, Sevovicz wondered whether ambition had been, in part, what had taken Robert to war. A stint as a chaplain, especially on the winning side, could do nothing but good.

Next, when he had met Robert he was astounded by what he saw as physical resemblance. Sevovicz fondly believed they looked alike, even if to an objective bystander only height connected them.

In addition, there was emotion; Sevovicz had lost a brother in the war. Five years younger, Mikolai Sevovicz had had wonderful energy, tremendous inner drive, and a capacity to make people adore him. Archbishop Sevovicz had heard those very same terms used repeatedly to describe the prewar Father Shannon. By all accounts, Robert had been able to walk into a room, connect with everybody, and get people’s best responses— the same galvanizing effect on people as Mikolai. Even in his reduced condition, people wanted to help Robert, needed to smile at him.

After that first meeting with Dr. Greenberg, Sevovicz went back to Hartford and prepared the house. He had, Dr. Greenberg thought, a month before Robert would be reckoned fit to leave the hospital. Sevovicz hired workmen. They rejigged the upper floor, rearranging rooms to create, in practice, a suite for two. They installed a new bathroom connecting two bedrooms, with a living room and kitchen on the same level. Bishop Nilan didn’t interfere.

Sevovicz had nothing to lose. He knew he had no real position in the Church. This task caught both his mind and his heart, and he decided to give it his best. If Robert Shannon were to recover, he would do so under his, Anthony Sevovicz’s, excellent care. As he figured it, a reputation could be rebuilt in more ways than one— and this assignment contained an emotional reward in the bargain.

He hired a car and driver to fetch Robert; he went to the hospital himself. Not only will this task be undertaken, it will be seen to be undertaken well and powerfully.

Robert sat in the back of the car beside Sevovicz. Dr. Greenberg had said, “Watch for increased curiosity. That’s a sign of recovery.” On the way home, Sevovicz saw none.

For Robert’s first hour in the house, Sevovicz taught him the geography of their suite. He walked him through it again and again. At one moment Robert seemed deeply catatonic; at the next he seemed almost brightly lucid. Nothing lasted very long before he settled back into the same benign torpor. Dr. Greenberg’s advice had been, “We need to lengthen the periods between torpors.” Next day— and for many days afterward— Sevovicz again showed Robert around their four rooms and bath.

From that first week in the house until Robert left on the ship for Ireland, Archbishop Sevovicz, with not a thought to any incongruity, with no sense of the unusual, served as mother and father, grandmother and grandfather, teacher and confessor. He drew on every memory of childhood care, received or witnessed, and practiced it with vigor.

Food became his main tool. He wrote lists of the most delicious meals he could imagine and hired local women in Hartford to cook them. He also believed in music; he hired excellent local musicians, who played from a repertoire he specified. He deployed company; Bishop Nilan, by nature a gentle and endearing man when comfortable, frequently came to dinner. Under Sevovicz’s tutelage, Nilan behaved “normally”—as though Robert possessed all faculties and control. And, in a small but sincere and warm gesture, Nilan made a point of shaking hands with Robert every time he met him and again when they parted.

This regime began in late December of 1920 and did not much change until the late summer of 1921, when Sevovicz introduced the long walks. By then, good basics had been reached and Dr. Greenberg’s route map of progress bristled with pleased upticks.

But Sevovicz— being Sevovicz— never lost sight of the politics. Through every phase he listened all the time, listened for anything Robert might say— anything, any useful scrap, that would tell Sevovicz what he wanted to hear. What had been so terrible in the cardinal’s house in Boston? What had flipped Father Shannon into a state worse than before? Sevovicz’s brief, after all, was to bring down O’Connell.

By and large, though, the better side of Sevovicz triumphed. Arching over and above the politics, shady dealings, and crass misjudgments, Sevovicz had retained a faith in sacred vocation. No matter how much the Church bored him, he believed that some men were naturally men of God.

He prided himself on being able to pick them out. In Poland he’d paid a great deal of attention to the seminaries under his control. On those visits, he liked nothing better than to talk to the students. He would bet with himself: Who would stay the course; who wouldn’t? And among those whom he ordained, he was always looking for princes. He thought he might even find a king, the first Polish pope.

When he saw Robert Shannon for the first time, he exulted. Whatever damage the man had suffered, he might emerge a triumph. And that judgment, as Sevovicz often reminded himself, had been made despite appalling conditions. What an eye I have to be able to do this! I’m so very good at judging them!

His motivation swelled. When can I get him ready for a great future? When will his mind come back?

He added the points again; the stakes were high. If Robert recovers, he’ll tell all; if O’Connell is toppled, the See of Boston will be vacant; they may ask me to run it, even if only for a time. And do I have here in Robert the makings of the first American pope?

Yet Sevovicz also knew he had a deeper problem. In all his agitation, Robert had never once prayed. Nor, as he admitted, had he said a prayer of any personal value since the first shell shock in France. He’d had no awareness that he no longer prayed, had never registered the fact until Sevovicz had asked him about it.

“Not even when in pain, Robert?”

“No, Your Grace.”

And he did not, as Sevovicz observed, exhibit the slightest embarrassment or shame at not having prayed. He behaved as though prayer had never been a part of his life.

Sevovicz probed. “Sometimes, in extreme circumstances, and I think we have to agree that your circumstances in France were extreme”—the archbishop had once again launched into one of his railway-train sentences—”and indeed they have been extreme ever since— sometimes in these circumstances we blurt out prayers. Indeed, we can shout them should the occasion warrant, and they can be genuine prayers as well as imprecations uttered in good faith and with no disrespect. It is well known that all languages convert the names of their deities into swearwords. Did you never seek to express yourself thus, Robert?”

But Robert had once again fallen asleep.
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Clonmacnoise belongs to Offaly, a midland county in the flat peaty

plain at Ireland’s heart. Offaly’s name has no connection to the inner organs of beasts and fowls, to lamb’s kidneys or chicken livers. It comes from the Irish kingship who once governed it, the O’Connor-Faly family. So Robert heard on the night that he arrived.

He heard further that the name of Clonmacnoise has two roots. Clon comes from cluan, the Gaelic word for meadow; mac means son, and there must have been a man called Nós who had a son who owned a meadow. Thus, the meadow of the son of Nós: Clon … mac … noise.

In Ireland, the man who gave Robert this linguistic information used to be called “a strong farmer,” meaning that he produced all his needs on his own farm. His name was Laurence Mullen, he had a wife named Lena, and they had seven children, four boys and three girls.

The Mullens belonged to the Sevovicz network, as had the old man and his boatmaking; the carter with the thatched head; Mr. Reddan and his calf by the fireside and his brother, Father Reddan, the priest in Lorrha; the nuns in Portroe; and the half-blind postman who’d lent Robert a bicycle. They were all watchers in that easy casual network, and all of them loved that they’d been charged with Robert’s care.

In 1922, such connections could be made comfortably in Ireland. The contrary seemed the case: poor roads, no straightforward railway system, and little mass media other than the daily newspapers, not all of which reached all parts of the country all the time. But in Ireland word of mouth connects— the smoke signals of chatter, the drums of gossip. And they all told each other that they’d been asked to look out for this wandering Yank. Long before Robert got there, they felt they already knew him.

Laurence Mullen almost betrayed the network. As he greeted Robert he said, “We’ve been expect—” but his wife, Lena, cut in. “We’re always expecting travelers to the abbey, Father. Especially this time of the year.”

Robert had landed in an uncommon household, an educated farm. Most Irish farmers of the time quit school at fourteen. The Mullens hadn’t been farmers. They came from Dublin, where both had gone to secondary school and college. Both had then worked in the Civil Service, until Lena inherited this—very prosperous—farm from her unmarried uncle. They told all this to Robert as though he understood every nuance.

Thus far they loved every moment of farming— so they said. Both, though, confessed to missing what they called “informed conversation.” Consequently, they loved visitors. “Stay as long as you like,” they told Robert.

He didn’t stay long. And they felt nothing but relief when he left— to their very considerable discredit. It measured Robert’s progress that when he arrived in their house he knew he mightn’t stay long, because he caught a slight whiff of— appropriate— fear.

Excited by their visitor, the war hero, the Mullens shone with bonhomie and goodwill. They brought him into the parlor, the best room in the house, and filled him with cold chicken and hot soda bread, ancient legends and lore.

Halfway through the meal, a child came into the parlor to whisper, “There’s two fellows outside.” Almost as though the light had dimmed, the good mood changed. Lena raised a fierce eyebrow; Laurence left the room and didn’t return. In his absence, Lena talked a little faster.

Robert stayed the night, unknowing, uneasy, vaguely alert. By now he had developed a better grasp of the world. He was asking admittedly basic questions about where he was and what lay ahead. That was how he learned the derivation of the name Offaly and about the monastic ruins.

Laurence quoted: “In a quiet watered land, a land of roses. Stands Saint Kieran’s city fair.”

Lena said, “It was a huge place. All those abbeys were like small towns.”

They told him the history. It was founded by a Roscommon man, Kieran, whose name means son of a carpenter. Kieran became a priest and went on a pilgrimage out to the west to the famous monk Enda.

“While he was there,” said Lena, “Saint Enda and Saint Kieran had the same identical dream.”

Laurence said, “In the dream they both saw a big tree with tons of fruit. It grew right in the heart of Ireland, beside a wide river, and its branches spread out over the whole country.”

Lena chimed in: “And they dreamed that birds came and took the fruit, and they flew with it all over the world.”

Laurence’s turn: “When Kieran and Enda compared dreams, Enda said, ‘Kieran, you’re the tree, and the fruit is the word of God.’ “

Lena added, “And Enda said to him, ‘You’ve to find the right place, on the bank of a great river— you’ll know it when you see it— and you have to build a monastery there where you can teach and ordain priests who’ll spread the word of God across the world.’ Kieran left Enda and traveled back to the mainland here.”

And Laurence said, “He came in at Loop Head in Clare, and he stopped first at Scattery Island, which you must have seen, Robert, when you came in; it’s a big island in the mouth of the Shannon. Another famous monk, Saint Senan, who lived there, showed Kieran how to build a monastery. After that, Kieran traveled on up the Shannon, much as you’re doing, Robert, until he found this place and started his abbey. Who knows? Maybe you’ll go back to America and do the same.”

Then came the knock on the door, the child’s whispered message, and the chill wind blowing through the room.

Next morning Robert ate something he had never seen before. Amid the gleaming ham and eggs lay “black pudding,” a dense, spicy blood sausage as thick as his wrist. The younger children sat and watched every bite go into his mouth. When he looked at any of them, they giggled.

In the yard after breakfast all seven children waited for him. As though he were the Pied Piper, they walked and danced down to the ruins with him. They showed him the two great crosses, north and south; they pointed out the graves of kings. The stone arch, they said, brought luck to any boy and girl who kissed beneath it— huge giggles. And here was the cathedral—”Wrecked by the English; they wrecked everything”—at which Robert smiled.

The oldest of the children, Raymond, a boy of seventeen, said it was wrecked long before that. He showed Robert the place on the river’s bank where the Viking landed in their longboats “and attacked the monks with big shiny hatchets. And if it wasn’t them attacking, it was the local chieftains rustling the monastery cattle.”

“And anyway,” said one of his sisters, “they all had the plague.”

“Their skin went yellow,” said another child.

The younger ones ran shrieking, playing hide-and-seek. Robert gave himself up to the power of the children, sat on a ruined wall, and watched them play The rain that everybody had warned against stayed away.

Back in the farmhouse, Lena announced that, after all, they would be “at the hay” later in the day, when the ground had dried out a bit under the sun. After lunch—another huge meal, pork and cabbage and potatoes— Robert murmured that he’d like to rest. In the quiet afternoon he had the soundest, healthiest sleep that he’d known since the exhaustion of France. The Mullens had given him a room in the new part of the house, the building of which had yet to be completed. Raymond, the oldest boy also slept there. A third room seemed empty.

Robert awoke refreshed and sharp. Not a sound could be heard, not a bird, not a breeze. Downstairs he almost knocked over a motorbike he hadn’t seen before. Nobody answered when he called through the front door, no dogs came wagging out to meet him; when he saw nobody he assumed they were all in the hayfield. Not knowing where to find them, he walked down to the abbey.

Inside, he strolled here and there. He had no system and no defined purpose. If he was looking for something, he didn’t know what it was. He found stillness. His legs swished against the long grass. A bird skimmed low over the river. The shadows of the ruins, the shapes of the two great crosses, the peak of the old monastery wall, the long low mounds of the graves and their dignified headstones— all spoke the word sacred, a word absent from his vocabulary since Belleau Wood.

He leaned against one of the towers. The Mullens had told him that stone had replaced the original wooden buildings. Robert stayed until the tower grew cold and uncomfortable against his back. For the first time in some weeks he reached consciously for the archbishop’s words, the two sentences: Find your soul and you’ll live. Lose your soul and you’ll die. By these, by the prominence of one over the other, he would be able to judge— the archbishop had said— which direction his spirit wanted to take: Here, this afternoon, it’s “Find your soul and you’ll live.”

But other than that no prayer came, no presence of the God he’d once thought he knew. Nor, as the archbishop wanted him to do, did he reach for theology, for the learning he had so avidly embraced in seminary. He had no interest in reaching for it. And yet— and yet: This is a holy place. I know this is a holy place. I can sense it, I can see it, but I can’t feel it. I wonder if they had a monk here by the name of Shannon?

Back at the house, still silent and empty, Robert went in by the separate door to the wing with the extra bedrooms— and found his life in peril. As he climbed the stairs and reached his room, another door opened. Two young men stood there. They looked at Robert and one said, “Who are you?”

Robert said nothing.

“Are you staying here too?” asked the nearer young man.

“Yes.”

The young men walked across the landing and followed Robert into his room. They closed the door.

“Whose man are you?”

Robert looked puzzled.

Without warning the second young man pounced forward and took Robert by the throat.

“This is him, this is him, Jimmy. I know this is him.”

Jimmy drew a handgun and put it hard under Robert’s nose, hurting fiercely. He drew back the safety.

“You bastard. You double-crossing bastard. Who told you?”

Had a star exploded? Robert’s body took over; he began to wet himself. All speech failed. He tried to shake his head but the gun pressed harder.

“Take away the gun. I’ll do it with my hands,” said the first young man, elbowing Jimmy and the gun aside. He moved squarely in front of Robert, slammed him up against the wall, and tightened his hands on Robert’s neck. His thumbs pressed on the windpipe. He spat in Robert’s face and tightened his grip further. Robert felt the hard fingertips and began to see color bursts. The grip cut deeper.

Jimmy came in again with the gun. He pressed it hard into the middle of Robert’s forehead.

“This is the way to do it,” said Jimmy.

“Too much noise,” said the strangler, panting at his own effort. Robert scarcely moved.

“Then finish it, for Jayzes’ sake,” said Jimmy, and the grip tightened again. Robert’s vision began to dance— and fade. His eyelids began to droop. His nose stung from trying to breathe.

Footsteps, on the staircase! A voice called, a young voice: “Father, we’re all at the hay. Are you coming out?”

Raymond had been sent to find him.

Robert began to sink. The strangler had a hard time keeping his tall victim upright.

“Father?” whispered Jimmy. “What the Jayzes is that about?”

“D’you want to come and look, Father?” called Raymond again. “There’s tea in the meadow.”

Said the strangler. “God! Is he a priest?” To Robert he hissed, “Are you? Hey?”

“Ease up,” said Jimmy. “Ease up. Ask him again.”

Outside the door Raymond called again and knocked. “Father, are you in there?”

“Aw, Jayzes,” said Jimmy. They both backed off, wrenched open the door, and raced down the stairs past Raymond. Robert fell to the floor; Raymond saw him. From below came the sound of the motorbike roaring away.

The Mullens ran from the hayfield and explained. Laurence held anti-Treaty views, not shared by Lena. Though not an activist, he allowed Irregulars to meet in the house. These two young men had first arrived on the same night as Robert. In some agitation they had told Laurence that a spy had been put on their trail and they’d need a place to hide.

Robert lay rigid on his bed, his preferred retreat. Laurence peered at him from across the room.

“You’re all right, Father, aren’t you? I mean— you don’t need a doctor?”

The angry red ring of the gun muzzle marked the center of Robert’s forehead. Purple bruises began to bloom on his throat. Lena, desperate to apologize, said that little activity had taken place near them.

“ ‘Tis Dublin and Limerick that are stirring things up.”

As this information reached him, Robert moved to his next level of safety. He lay so low that he seemed to pass out.

For the next half hour all went wild. The Mullen adults lost composure. Nothing would rouse Robert; to hear his breathing required a stillness and silence not present in the house that afternoon; his pulse all but disappeared.

In fact, no danger threatened; shell-shock victims often flee to the refuge of apparent coma.

The two older children, Raymond and Nuala, took over and ran the day. As the parents barked at each other, the youngsters moved in. They took off Robert’s shoes and loosened his belt. While he lay flat they brought cold water and bathed his face. At this, he allowed himself to “wake” again, spoke one or two calm words to assure them that he was “fine, just fine,” and fell asleep.

Laurence, close to ranting, whirled on his feet.

“If this gets out! If people hear this!”

Lena left the room.

Raymond stayed around Robert all evening; Nuala brought food. Laurence and Lena Mullen never reappeared, and Robert never saw them again. Next morning, after a restless night of rising and settling back down and then pacing his room to test his strength, he fled the household at dawn. With no more than a tenuous grip on himself, he walked down through the grass-grown monastery and found his river again.

Had his carers and mentors been following Robert, observing and not intervening, they would have been transfixed. How will he retrieve himself from this? Can he recover?

Seeing him head so urgently for the water might have shaken their nerves. Would he walk, calm as a cloud, down that riverbank and into the middle of his beloved Shannon, longing for the current to flow placidly over his head?

That had been the most-feared risk attaching to this Irish journey: a fragmenting unto death, self-inflicted or provoked. One way or another the possibility had guided much of the care— as Dr. Greenberg had diligently explained.

During the four years of the Great War, more than eighty thousand men, all from active service, had manifested shell shock. The symptoms had a wide scale. At the mild end, the doctors saw extreme fatigue, loss of balance leading to dizziness with a proneness to falling down, and severe failure to concentrate.

After the Armistice of 1918, the studies continued, because in many cases the grave suffering didn’t reduce. Victims still felt helpless. Intense fear gripped them for no reason. If reminded of what had shocked them they still became unbearably distressed.

As the researches continued down the decades, the name of the ailment would change to PTSD, post-traumatic stress disorder. In expanded studies, observers uncovered the symptom that became known as flashbacks—vivid images, either in dreams or daydreams, of the original traumatizing events.

The effects remained more or less the same. At the lowest level of suffering the victims kept aloof, unable to form attachments. At the extreme end, their failure to feel loving or affectionate toward anybody, coupled with a capacity for astounding rage, could turn them into sociopaths. They could kill, be killed— or kill themselves.

Robert knew nothing of these risks; he didn’t even know how he had come under Sevovicz’s wing. As far as he could recall, one day in the nameless hospital a large man appeared in that tall, narrow white room. Judging from the man’s clothes, he certainly belonged to the clergy. He confirmed it with his first remark: “I’m an archbishop.”

Robert rose from the chair in which he sat all day, every day, and dropped to one knee. As all Catholics must, he sought to kiss the archbishop’s ring.

Sevovicz had had no idea what to expect— a lunatic or a killer, an idiot or a weakling. He took Robert’s hand and raised him to his feet. “I do not wear my episcopal ring. Not in this country.”

With their faces level, he looked into Robert’s eyes. He saw nothing but dullness and pain.

“My name is Anthony Sevovicz.” He repeated it slowly. “Anthony Sev-oh-vitz. I come from Poland. I am the Archbishop of the See of Elk, previously the Coadjutor Bishop of Lublin. You will address me as Your Grace, and from now until your full return to your parish I will be responsible for every part of your life. Sit in your chair.”

Sevovicz sat on the bed and looked at Robert as a doctor looks at a comatose patient— as though Robert were not present. He noted the good looks beneath the ragged expression; he noted the attempts at cleanliness and physical care— but he also noted the many razor nicks, with their red flecks of blood as numerous as measles; the untied shoe; and the grievous scar on the back of the hand, a scar like a red gully across the knuckles, a scar that had been picked at again and again. On Robert’s lip, saliva had dried like a miniature frost.

“Tomorrow,” said Sevovicz, “I will confer with your doctors again. I have come here today to measure whether you are capable yet of living in a house, and it seems to me that you are not. That is what I will work for first— to remove you from this institution and bring you back to health.”

Whether Robert understood, Sevovicz couldn’t say, because the young priest showed no reaction. At that moment, and for quite some time after his discharge, Robert Shannon had no inner dialogue. He heard only screaming voices or mutterings, he had no capacity for internal discourse, no means of private emotional debate, and no intellectual function of sequential thoughts.

When students of the condition settled down after the war, it would soon became clear to them that such disorder might arise not from war alone; parental abuse could cause it too. But that proved more difficult to track because, unlike battlefield shock, the domestic variety went underground. Happily, in the case of Father Shannon, Dr. Greenberg had been able to rule out any such intimate cause.

He believed that Robert would recover in full. The young priest had a powerful secret weapon: intellect. Observers in the field had received the impression that the more educated officer class had been less affected than the enlisted men. Data proved difficult to obtain— nobody had done a study as to whether the disparity had to do with education or numbers; there were, after all, many more men than officers.

Nevertheless, Dr. Greenberg had been watching for the day when Robert’s intellect kicked back in. “When the mind begins to help the heart,” he said, “that will be a good day.”

It hadn’t, not yet, not fully. But in Ireland something important had been working— because not for an instant, not even for the half step of a hesitation, did Robert, patient and protégé, contemplate succumbing to the Shannon’s embrace.
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From Clonmacnoise, the Shannon winds through fields sometimes rich, sometimes marshy. Bogland stretches to the east (one tenth of the surface of Ireland produces peat); some of Europe’s loveliest skies stretch to the west.

The fields soon yield pathways. From here you can walk to Athlone, the town at the heart of the country. Originally a ford, Athlone guards the river crossing into the west. One way and another, the Shannon has been bridged here for a thousand years, and no bridge in Ireland has more fame.

Robert probably walked the fastest to Athlone of any man in history. He tore along the eastern bank in a crazy half-thrusting and half-loping gait. Anybody who saw him that morning, with his head rigid and eyes fixed straight ahead, might have muttered the word weird.

Part of his speed owed to fear: They might come back. I might meet them again.

He didn’t think this through. The two Irregulars already knew their mistake and were gone, hiding in the boglands.

Another part of his racing gait owed to hunger. He had no food. I won’t eat until I’m safe. I have money in my pocket. I’ll wait until I’m in some sort of place where there are many people.

Looking like a man pursued by a demon, he raced thus to Athlone and entered the town from the south in the middle of the morning. Fishermen on the bridge, a woman with a basket of washing, two teenage children— all looked at him curiously as he loped on in a mad head-thrust-forward way.

For a moment he hesitated on the bridge but soon abandoned the Sevovicz idea of never crossing the river. Within minutes, down a side street, he found a handwritten BED & BREAKFAST sign on a house that said RIVER VIEW. Rapping on the open door brought no answer; he rapped louder. A man put his head out from a door somewhere inside the hallway; he had an opaque eye. He jerked a thumb toward the rear of the house and Robert entered.

A woman sat in the kitchen reading a newspaper. She looked up, saw the rucksack, the dishevelment, the evidence of recent travel and effort, and said, “I have a big room or a small one. They’re the same price.”

Robert took the big one and asked, “The river view?”

The woman said, “Ah, how could we have a view of the river down here in this narrow little street?” She peered at Robert. “Did you get any breakfast?”

He shook his head.

“Come on downstairs when you’re ready. The bathroom’s across from your door.”

Robert took fresh clothes from his rucksack. On one wall, amid vast flowers of wallpaper, stood a large crucifix. As he began to undress, he stood and looked at it— no more than that, merely gazed.

He washed, changed, and went down. The woman heard him and directed him to a door. A long table with linen and crockery occupied most of an empty room. She brought food and left him alone. He ate like a savage; he almost whimpered as he ate.

The woman returned with the teapot twice. After she cleared away his plate, he sat with his teacup, calmed by the food. The woman came back into the room; she sat down opposite Robert, one hand clenched tight.

“See this?”

He looked; she held out a medal with a ribbon.

“Danny’s medal,” she said. “A place by the name of Passion-dale.”

It was a place of which Robert had heard. Who, in that war, had not heard of the Battle of Passchendaele, where men drowned in the head-high trenches? Even the U.S. Marines cursed at the name. He took the bronze-colored medal and turned it over in his hand.

“They gave out millions of these,” she said. “My own son.”

Robert handed back the plaque, and as she took it she kept her hand on his; she looked like a perfect grandmother, white hair in a bun.

She said, “You don’t look like you were out there yourself. What was it, were you a coward or something? Danny wasn’t a coward.”

Robert hesitated for a moment, then drew from his pocket the Sevovicz letter, which he now kept on his person at all times. She read it, stood up, and stepped back.

“Oh, Father, I didn’t mean to put my troubles onto you.” She paused, blushing. “The Yanks won the war for us, Father, we all know that.”

He gestured that she should sit down.

“Danny?” he said.

“He was thirty-five, Father. I had him late; we had only the one. My husband died when Danny was nine and Danny was the man of the house after that.”

She didn’t weep; she didn’t flinch, she sat and looked directly into Robert’s eyes.

“Yes,” she said, as though affirming her remark. “Lost, that’s what I am without him.” After a pause she said, “And did you lose much yourself, Father? I mean, not a limb or an eye, thank God, I can see that.”

“I don’t know, ma’am,” said Robert. “I don’t know what I lost.”

He went upstairs and lay on the bed.

When the afternoon sun awakened him he couldn’t gauge how long he’d been asleep. Now he ached, from the coiled tension in which he had held his body since the strangling assault and the fierce rush of his earlier hike. He began to shiver— and he remembered what to do; he rose, crossed the corridor to the bathroom, and splashed cold water on his face. The red, gun-barrel circle on his forehead had begun to fade.

His shivering abated, he took the next step: warm water. “The cold is for the shock and the warm water is for the comfort,” the archbishop had explained: And it works. I feel better. I’m not hungry. I’m— all right.

He went back to his room and lay on the bed again, replaying the events of Clonmacnoise: Assault in a sacred place. A threat to life— in a place dedicated to faith in life.

But he couldn’t close the gap, he couldn’t find the links between Clonmacnoise and France and Danny’s medal and himself, although he sensed that connections cried out to be made. But he had learned enough in the weeks since he had boarded the ship in Boston to know when recovery— no matter how mild or slight— kicked in. And he knew not to push matters too hard— for when he did, they slipped away.

He didn’t yet, however, know how long a full recovery would take. Nor did he know what steps were needed to achieve it. Nor could he turn the moments of hope into hours of reality. All he largely knew was that he now had some say in the condition of his life.

“Live in the moment, Robert,” the archbishop had said. “Live in the moment— and all the moments will begin to join into hours, and then days, and then weeks, and then months.”

Robert rose from the bed and went to the window. Nobody, not even the intellectually fittest, would ever recall that view; he saw a roof, a cracked chimney made of concrete, a sliver of sky. He breathed on the glass and in the fog drew a face— a circle, two eyes, a nose triangle. Before he could decide whether the mouth should smile or frown, somebody knocked on his door. When he answered, the landlady stood there, in her coat and hat.

“I’m going out to say my prayers,” she said. “I thought you might like a bit of fresh air, Father.”

He found his jacket and walked with her. The picture on the windowpane dissolved.

On the way to the church she pointed out the numerous houses where friends and neighbors had lost men to the war. To Robert she might as well have daubed each doorway with blood; every name rattled him. She showed him a nondescript house. “That’s where John McCormack was born; we’re very proud of him.” Robert nodded but couldn’t recall why the name jolted him; like so many other memories, it hung around and then flew away.

When they reached the church, he thought to hang back. Any time the archbishop had taken him into the gloom of Hartford and made him kneel before the altar, Robert had almost thrown up. Now he slipped into a pew at the rear and watched the landlady. To a brass bank of flickering cigarette-sized candles she added three, lighting them from the little yellow spears of other candles. Robert looked at her and felt nothing, not even curiosity.

She came back and whispered, “One for me, Father, one for Danny, and one for yourself.”

Outside a neighbor said, “Hallo, Mrs. Halpin,” but the landlady avoided introducing Robert.

“She’s a busybody. I’ll show you our bridge.”

They walked through the town and Robert again saw his river. Mrs. Halpin said, “This is a new bridge. D’you know what happened to the old one?”

Robert shook his head.

“Well, we had a siege here, a while ago. The English were trying to get across the Shannon, so we blew up the bridge. The English started building a new one. They just laid down boards. And there was a man in our army, a man called Sergeant Custume, and he ran forward and ripped up the English planks.”

Robert looked at the tarred modern surface.

“He was shot dead, of course, and the English laid down more planks. But ten men came forward now, and they tore up the new planks and they were shot. And then another ten men came on, and another ten, and another ten. And after a long time of this, the English gave up. There’s great bravery here, Father.”

Robert stroked the Victorian cut-stone parapet. “When did the siege—what year?”

“I think”—she thought—”yes, ‘twas sixteen ninety-one.”

A less disturbed Robert would himself have been the first to grasp the metaphor; even now he sensed that an idea lay in there somehow, but again the connection wouldn’t click shut. But he did smile at the notion of 1691 being “a while ago.”

The town of Athlone rests below the southernmost waters of Lough Ree, the middle of the Shannon’s three biggest lakes. Robert walked north along the shore, consulting his map. By now he’d come to consider the lakes as no more than the Shannon grown wide; as long as he saw water he also saw his river.

The weather blessed him: a perfect morning. After some miles of excellent walking, his arms swinging free, his mind easy again, a memory came back, from an aroma. Something from home, the fall, leaves; what is it?

Just as he identified the smell as wood smoke, two children ran out on the road ahead, two grimy children in poor clothing. A boy of about ten and a girl perhaps five years younger, they ran up to Robert and stopped in front of him.

“Give us a copper, sir.” The small girl held out her hand for a coin.

“Have you any oul’ pots to mend?” said the boy. By now they stood so closely together in front of him that Robert couldn’t easily get by.

“What’s your name?” he asked them.

“Connors.”

The boy jigged; his little sister bent down and fingered Robert’s shoes.

“O’Connor?” Robert said.

“No, Connors. That’s my father over there.”

A man stood at the roadside, looking at the conversation between his children and the tall stranger. Robert began to walk toward him. The man turned away and strolled into the woods. Robert hesitated, and the children ran ahead.

In the trees, perhaps a hundred yards from the pathway, a fire burned. A pony grazed, head low, its rope drifting loose. Behind the fire and the pony sat a caravan, its shafts resting on a pile of logs. An old woman sat on an old chair, attending to an old piece of cloth. The place looked like every picture of a Gypsy halt that Robert had ever seen. And there was a time when, from his boyhood books, he knew the name of every tinker tribe in Ireland.

They had painted every square inch of the caravan’s surface in red. On this general color sprawled painted yellow flowers, big and blowsy as a barmaid. Near them, the good-enough artist had painted sleek horses’ heads, black champions all. Alongside, the artist had then painted detailed and glamorous harness pieces in brass, or did he mean to pretend it was gold? A real horseshoe hung above the door, surrounded by a voluptuous painted floral spray. Down either side of the door traveled heavily painted tendrils of honeysuckle, which then wound all along the base of each side.

The shafts were colored a deeper red than the rest of the trailer and ended in stubs of shiny black paint. From the rims of the red wheels, the spokes radiated in yellow. Out of the green canvas roof stuck a small chimney pipe of copper, from which climbed a thread of blue smoke. It all looked like a scene from a postcard.

As Robert approached, the old woman looked up, saw him, and ceased working. Up closer she seemed not ancient at all; with a start he guessed that she was less than thirty years old. She beckoned and he walked forward.

“You’re a foreign gentleman?”

Robert nodded.

“If you cross my palm with silver, I’ll tell you your fortune. Show me your hand.”

The man emerged from behind the caravan, the children jostling behind him, and saw Robert’s puzzlement.

He said, “You’ve to put money in her hand so she’ll tell you what lies ahead.” He wore a cap so battered that it couldn’t possibly exist without his skull.

Robert took a ten-shilling note from his pocket and held out the palm of his hand.

“No,” said the man. “It has to be a silver coin, but she’ll take that too.”

Before Robert could grope in his pocket for change, the man plucked the note from his fingers and handed it to the woman. She handed it straight back to Robert.

“Wha’?” asked the man, looking injured.

“Taking money from a priest,” the woman said. “D’you want forty years of bad luck? Sorry, Father.”

The man swept off his cap; how could he ever reassemble it to put it back on again?

“Sorry, Father, pray for us.”

Husband, wife, and children dropped to their knees in front of Robert.

“Bless us now, Father,” said the man. “Bless Jerry Connors and his wife and childer.”

They all closed their eyes. For a moment Robert— the struggling side of Robert— didn’t know what to do. Then the instinctive side took over and he laid his hands on the woman’s head.

“If ever a woman deserved a blessing,” he said, “it is you.” He said the same to her husband—”If ever a man deserved a blessing … “ and to her son—”If ever a strong boy …,” and to her small daughter—”If ever a lovely girl … “

For a long moment nothing moved in that woodland clearing. For a long moment in the summer of 1922, an injured young American hero, trying to heal himself, offered others his own version of healing, and with bowed heads they knelt before him as though he were God. For a long moment, somewhere in the middle of Ireland, old and new religions met and were at ease with each other. Then the horse let out a wild snuffling hurrup! and rattled the harness, and such spells as had been cast went quietly to work and the world revolved again.

The Connors family told Robert their story. They had been traveling as long as they could remember. Jerry had been born on the road, “In that van there, Father.” His wife, Mary, “a Sheridan myself, Father,” had been born in Ballinasloe Hospital, but only because her mother had a fever.

Every day the children begged for a living. Jerry bought and sold “ponies, donkeys, mules, horses” and fixed pots.

“We don’t like being called tinkers, Father, we’re tinsmiths,” Jerry said. He showed a saucepan on which he had fixed the handle; Robert could find no trace of a repair. Mary Connors sold lucky charms to people; she made some of them. “From the branches, Father. Hawthorn is lucky. And if I find something, I’ll hold on to it till I meet the person ‘tis for.”

Being under a roof of any kind except the caravan made them uncomfortable. Jerry made a speech. “Nobody could live without the sky over them, could they, Father? You can’t see anythin’ from under a roof. We see everythin’, going along the road. We can see the sun, and we can see the stars in the night, and we can see the fields where we stop up for a while, like this wood here. I’m coming to this wood now with years, since I was a child.”

Robert wondered whether people behaved kindly to them.

“They do and they don’t, Father,” said Mary Connors. “They say we steal. But what harm is taking bread off a windowsill if ‘tis out to cool; can’t the woman bake another one?”

Neither could read or write, nor had their children been schooled.

“They’re able to count, Father, isn’t that all they need? C’mere, Patsy.” The boy came forward. “Count for Father.”

The boy rattled off one to ten and then went to twenty, forty, up to a hundred, then counted, “A hundred and ten, a hundred and twenty, a hundred and thirty.”

His father asked, “What’s two times twenty?”

Patsy said, “Forty.”

And his father said, “Take off the luck penny,” to which the boy replied, “Thirty-six,” showing Robert that Patsy had been taught transaction arithmetic— to include the buyer’s discount when selling ponies.
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Robert said goodbye to the Connors family. From the pathway he could see a dinghy out on the lake, its little sail like a triangle of light. The boat kept pace with him for ten minutes or so, then it turned and began to tack back to Athlone.

The Connors wood smoke followed his nostrils for hundreds of yards. Presently a different and even more exciting aroma replaced it: tobacco. A face descended from the sky and hung like a medallion up ahead of him: his grandfather, a silent man who’d smiled every time he’d looked at the little boy.

Robert began to sing, something he hadn’t done since France. If asked, he couldn’t have given the song’s name, but he stumbled through some of the words: “It’s the land of the shillelagh/And my heart goes back there daily.” Behind him came a swishing noise, and a voice said, “Welcome to Athlone.”

He turned to look as a man dismounted from a bicycle and took a huge pipe from his mouth.

“Were they telling you all about him?” The man stuck out a hand. “Francis Carberry from up the road. Talking in riddles; is that what you’re thinking?”

Robert smiled. “I guess so.”

“The song you were singing,” said Francis Carberry. “Didn’t you hear the boasting?”

Robert held out his hands like a baffled man.

Francis Carberry said, “John McCormack? Right? Athlone never shuts up about him.”

Robert laughed. “Of course.”

He introduced himself, and Francis Carberry laughed out loud.

“Well, that settles the mixture,” he said. “You being called Shannon. Do you know anything about the name, eh?”

“Almost nothing. But I want to find out.”

To which Francis Carberry replied, “Well, you had the bad luck to meet a teacher, eh?”

Robert’s grandfather had had a pipe like Francis Carberry’s; as a child Robert called it “a pipe with a hill.” A broad silver band connected the plunging curve to the stem, and that morning its wonderful blue clouds rose on the air.

Francis Carberry lived alone. For the next three days Robert stayed in his house and enjoyed the company of an expansive and well-read— and deeply grieving— man. Almost every room of his impeccable if modest house had bookshelves floor to ceiling. A teacher, now on a long summer vacation, he spoke nonstop, like a man who had been desperate for company. His conversation, much of it in monologue form, never proved invasive. If he stopped to ask a question, he proved sensitive and alert.

Within moments of their meeting, as people do, he told Robert his own story— or at least the part of it that occupied his every waking thought.

“I was born not far from here. I live in the house provided by the school. We get ten days off at Easter, six weeks in the summer, and two weeks at Christmas. Mine is a two-teacher school, I met my wife when she came to work here. She’s not with me now.”

Robert, neither uncomfortable nor shy, walked at the fast pace of the man beside him. As he waited for an explanation he relished the tobacco smoke and the sun on the waters of the lake.

“We married in our Christmas holidays in nineteen sixteen,” Francis Carberry said, “the twenty-eighth of December. It was a Thursday. The marriage was a kind of bargain. She wanted to give some service in the war in France, I didn’t want her to, but I gave in and she agreed to get married if she could then go off and drive an ambulance. The weather turned very bad and I persuaded her to wait until summer. I was hoping the war would end, but when school closed for the summer, off she went.”

He stopped to relight his pipe and perhaps to keep control of his emotions.

“I went with her to the North Wall—that’s the port of Dublin—and I waved her off. She went to Ypres— the soldiers called it Wipers because they couldn’t pronounce it— and she was killed the third day after she got there. A bomb hit her ambulance. I had a letter from her after she died—she wrote it on the boat—and you never read a more joyful piece of writing: thanking me for being so understanding and all about the life we’d have when she got back. That letter has seen me through many a dark day.”

Robert stood still, forcing Francis Carberry to stop too. But Robert said nothing; he simply rested his hand on the other man’s shoulder. After a moment they walked on.

They reached Francis Carberry’s house, and he said, “I assume you’re not in a hurry, eh? I mean, can you stay?”

He cooked excellent food: steak, boiled parsnips, the unavoidable potatoes. And at dinner he read to Robert, “A local writer, one of our most famous. I’ll take you through his countryside tomorrow: Oliver Goldsmith.”

Tomorrow it rained, however, too heavily to leave the house, so Francis Carberry, having served a breakfast of smoked fish with eggs and freshly baked brown soda bread— to whose early aroma Robert awoke at eight o’clock— began to trace the name Shannon.

He started with a warning. “Bear in mind that I, Francis, a humble schoolteacher, have no genealogical training. What I have is a passion for language, and all ancestry is traced though language. What else do we have but the words in our mouths and the thoughts in our heads, eh?”

Of an actual Shannon family he had no knowledge, but he had two major suggestions as to the roots of the name.

“I don’t believe that the river is the only possible origin. Here are two others.” He hauled down books from left, right, and center in his house. “There’s a good Irish word called seanchas”—he pronounced it shannacuss—“and it means legend or lore or story, and the man who tells it is a seanchai”—he repeated the word slowly— “Shanna-kee. I think that such a storied river could have got its name that way. Or maybe there was once a famous storyteller whose name got changed from Shanna-kee to Shannon; that’s possible.”

Robert beamed in delight.

“And here’s another thing.” Francis dragged down a book of ancient maps and pointed to the mouth of the river. “You say you came in here. Did a pilot come on board?”

Robert nodded. “I believe so.”

“And did the pilot get off on an island before you got to Tarbert?”

Robert nodded again.

“Well, I’d guess the pilot lives on that island. ‘Tis called Scattery and it’s the far side of the estuary from where you stayed. Scattery Island is famous for the monastery of Saint Senan. A cranky man, but holy by all accounts. There’s an old theory that the river took its name from Senan; he was there around the year five hundred Anno Domini. You should make sure to track him down on the way back. Senan: Shannon. You can hear the connection, can’t you?”

Robert almost yelled in glee. He heard a ching! as the links in the chain joined up.

He said, “Senan was the saint whom Kieran of Clonmacnoise visited.”

“My goodness, you’re well informed,” said Francis Carberry

The rain teemed down. No place so far, not even the gentle O’Sullivan home or the opulence of Sheila Neary’s town house, had felt as comfortable. On the second night Robert offered his Sevovicz letter to Francis, who read it and then shook Robert’s hand as though meeting him for the first time.

“Were you afraid in the war?” he asked.

Robert said, his voice close to a murmur, “I— I don’t know.”

Francis Carberry said, “My hunch is that we don’t know the half of what we do. And we spend the rest of our lives getting over what we’ve done.”

Over dinner of vegetable soup, followed by pork chops in apple sauce, he regaled Robert with the life of Oliver Goldsmith, the writer from nearby “whose very name,” he said, “brings a smile to so many lips.”

Robert had never heard of Goldsmith.

“He wrote one famous novel, The Vicar of Wakefield, and one famous play, She Stoops to Conquer. The third famous piece is a long poem, The Deserted Village.” Francis began to quote:

“How often have I paused on every charm, The sheltered cot, the cultivated farm, The never-failing brook, the busy mill, The decent church that topped the neighboring hill, The hawthorn bush, with seats beneath the shade. “

For a moment his eyes almost misted.

“You’re right beside it here, the village of Auburn. ‘Twas a real place. And there was a local story of a man who stopped at a private house, went in and asked for a bed for the night, and proceeded to order food and drink; he thought he was at an inn. That’s the plot of She Stoops to Conquer”

Robert sat as though mesmerized, his chin resting on his folded hands as he listened to this natural-born teacher delivering, in essence, a lesson in Irish literature and speaking as though he would never have anything so important to do again.

“What intrigues me about Goldsmith is how such an awkward man came to be so loved. Nobody would marry him. He looked like a monkey, big bald head and a shambling crouch of a walk. The children used to throw stones at him because he was such a figure of fun. But everybody who knew him loved him.”

Francis Carberry broke off. “Am I very peculiar? I mean, here you are in this stranger’s house, a man who cooks his own meals— there aren’t two men in the county who do that. And a man who talks at you without stopping.”

Robert smiled and made a gesture that said, I like it.

“D’you know why I do it?”

Robert waited.

“When Lily died, I said to myself, ‘Francis, you have a choice now; you can live or you can die.’ Dying was what I wanted. My brain went away from me. I had no willpower, because every day I was fighting feelings that I was pretending to have. I was pretending to like everybody. I was pretending to be responsible and conscientious. And I was screaming in my head with rage all the time at these people who were alive and she wasn’t. Then I decided I would do every task, every job, every chore with my full attention. I called it saving my life. Insurance, I called it. Insurance that I’d live.”

Robert was jolted. “Insurance?”

“Insurance,” said Francis Carberry

“May I ask you a question?” said Robert.

Francis Carberry nodded, his eyes keen with fear.

“How much— how much does the loss hurt?”

Francis Carberry never took his eyes from the young American’s face. “Some days I can’t breathe. Some days I don’t want to breathe. I have— I seem to have— I have no soul left. My soul is gone.”

“Maybe,” said Robert, “maybe your soul has just changed its shape.”

Francis Carberry looked at him, not understanding the thought.

Robert said, “Are you kinder now than you were? A better teacher?”

Francis Carberry smiled and nodded. He thought for many seconds and said, “Yes, I am. Yes. I think I see what you mean.”

Robert stayed with Francis Carberry one more day, a day of more reading and food, a day of wonderful cadences in poems and prose, a day of translations from the Irish language, a day of beautiful speech and delicious eating. Had there been an invisible scribe following Robert, walking a few feet behind him, noting down every mood, move, and change in him, the scribe would have reported a new relaxation. Some opening up. And a new thoughtfulness. Even some emotional vigor.

On his last night, sitting by the fire opposite Francis, with the rain beating down outside and making the house cold, Robert came farther out of his shell than he had so far done with anybody, even the archbishop.

“You have told me, read to me, so many wonderful things, Francis.” His use of the personal name would have astounded Dr. Greenberg, who had long observed the shell-shocked victim’s abhorrence of intimacy.

Francis Carberry replied, “Maybe I just like the sound of my own voice, eh?”

Robert demurred. “To my advantage, to my gain,” he said. “You remind me of my grandfather.”

“Oh, my God, I hope I’m younger than that. I’m only thirty-nine.”

Robert, serious as a child, said, “No, it’s not a matter of age. He was a warm generous man who smoked a pipe. And he made people feel cherished. As you do.”

Francis Carberry did not answer. Nor did he look anywhere but into the fire. Then he said, very softly, “If you give up too much for other people, be prepared for terrible damage to yourself.”

Next morning, the sun shone like a polished disk. When the two men left the house after breakfast, the land seemed drowned. Water pooled everywhere. Francis wondered whether the lake had risen but said that the levels had been low before the rain. He told Robert of “wonderful pathways” along the shores of Lough Ree. They found a point, dry and high, where Robert could join such a path, and as they shook hands to part, Francis Carberry said, “Let me tell you one last story.”

He restoked his pipe, got it going again, and turned his brown eyes to look at the lake.

“I shall think of Saint Senan as your true ancestor, Robert. And it isn’t just the name; it isn’t because Senan and Shannon sound about the same. There’s a great legend about Senan.

“One night a bunch of men came to rob him. They looked in through the window and saw Senan sitting there. But they also saw that he wasn’t alone. There was another man with him, a man dressed in the most beautiful silks and brocades, obviously a great and marvelous man, a man of proud bearing and noble presence, a rich and kingly warrior. What you might call an extraordinary human being.”

Francis Carberry attended his pipe once more and then continued.

“The robbers were so impressed with this gentleman that, instead of attacking and probably killing Senan, they knocked on the door and asked humbly if they could become monks in his abbey. When Senan invited them in, they now saw that he was alone. There wasn’t anybody else there. There was no brilliant gentleman, no king or prince. Senan, you see, was both men.”

Francis Carberry turned and looked directly at Robert, brown eyes gazing into blue.

“I’ve thought of that story many times in the past few days. Because so often I looked at you and saw a brilliant and wonderful man beside you.”

Francis Carberry waved and walked away.
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On the washed land of the lakeshore, Robert looked at the benign departing back of his friend. Can I remember where Francis lives? Could I find it again? I can remember Joe and Molly. And Miranda’s house. I wonder how Miranda is? If only she could meet Francis.

He squared his shoulders under the rucksack and began to walk. On his left hand the water plopped and gurgled, nuzzling the damp brown earth of the lakeshore. After the heavy rain of the recent days, the woodland on his right smelled damp and enticing; the trees, slightly drunk now, sighed and whispered as though they wanted to tell him secrets.

For the first time on this journey, Robert had a clear plan for the day. He would walk for two and a half hours and then stop for lunch— pork and onion sandwiches on brown soda bread, prepared by Francis after breakfast—walk for another two and a half hours, and then find a room for the night. Francis had compiled a list of lodgings ahead.

Two months—even one month—previously, Robert couldn’t have followed such a plan. Even if it had been written down for him, even if he could have pulled a list from his pocket and read it every few yards, he still wouldn’t have been able to do it. He had no continuity of thought back then; he had no capacity to plan. Given food for the road, he ate it as soon as he set out.

His morning passed enjoyably at the steady pace of three miles an hour or thereabouts. The lake thrilled him. He saw every bird that flew that day every swan that sailed. At lunch he sat leaning against a tree and felt the warm sun on his face, the firm bark at his back. He took his self-allotted half hour and then marched onward again, into the deep afternoon.

At four o’clock the rain came down, heavy, cutting, and cold. Now on a path beside a small road, Robert heard the sound of a trucks throat. He hid, just in case, in reeds taller than himself; he almost stepped on a waterfowl’s nest with eggs in it. The cover of the reeds allowed him to peep through, and he saw not a drab-colored lorry of men with guns but a gaudy red-and-blue wagon, from whose engine poured thick smoke. The lorry halted as Robert looked, and down from the cab climbed a man of dramatic bearing, who threw his hands out in a wide gesture and howled to the sky, “Oh, God. God, where are you?”

Robert came from the reeds and called, “Good day.”

The tall man turned and wailed in a voice rich as mango, “How can you say that? How can you call this a. good day?”

Blue-black smoke enveloped him. Robert beat his way through it and helped the man to raise the hood. Over the engine lay a blanket, smoldering and licked by actual fire.

“My God, my God! Why hast Thou forsaken me?” The tall man clapped a hand to his forehead. Robert whipped the blanket away, threw it down onto the roadway, and stomped out its little flames.

The tall man took Robert’s hand in both of his and said, “My savior! My savior!”

In a crooked row of yellow teeth he had one tall tooth black as a hangman.

“This is Mulligan’s Circus! My circus. I’m James Mulligan!”

He called this out like a barker at a fair, even though not another soul could be seen.

“The blanket?” Robert asked.

“To keep the engine warm and dry at night. I’d do it for a dog. But I always forget to take it out in the morning.

“Tonight we play Lanesborough.” This was Robert’s next staging post. “Be my honored guest.” They got in.

James Mulligan hammered on his truck as he drove it north to his venue on Lanesborough Green. The red-and-blue tent, already raised, had some holes.

“Ventilation,” he explained, gesturing toward the dome. “With a big crowd you need to expunge odors.”

He led Robert into the empty tent. The ring had been assembled, red and yellow segments locked together with metal hasps, and in the center a very small man scattered fistfuls of sawdust with flowing gestures.

“That’s Andy; he’s our best child clown.”

Andy seemed a little unsteady; some of the sawdust sprayed outside the ring.

“Nice and even, now, Andy, nice and even,” called James. “Think of the horses.”

Andy looked across at James and Robert and suddenly upended the bucket of sawdust in a loose heap. He shouted some mercifully indistinct suggestion about the horses and left the ring, falling as he went and then getting up to stagger onward.

“The temperament of the artiste,” murmured James.

Robert followed him into the ring, and together they distributed fistfuls of sawdust until it covered the circular arena evenly.

James then looked around. “I’m sorry, my dear man, but do you see the orchestra anywhere? We have a full orchestra, with— as I always insist— silver trumpets. I find brass too common for my aesthetics.” When no orchestra, common or otherwise, appeared, James said, “Would you care to join me in my traveling residence?”

They reached a trailer; one wheel had a flat tire.

“Where my caravan has rested,” intoned James, and held the door open grandly.

Robert climbed inside after James, who cried, “Welcome! Welcome!”

The aroma of stale food almost made Robert gag. James pulled out a chair.

“Sit, sit. We can talk as I change, and then I shall ask that you leave me alone for some reflection before the performance. But now I must robe for my public.”

James walked to the back of the trailer. He returned with a red swallowtail coat and some white garments.

“Mulligan’s Circus was founded by my grandfather in Sligo. Now, one does not typically associate the town of Sligo with the varied and demanding arts of the circus performer, it’s a damp place and poorly lit, and all the magic resides in the countryside.”

He began to undress and Robert, grasping that James was about to strip completely, turned in his chair and looked elsewhere.

“But my grandfather,” continued James, “had been to Italy and France, and he returned as a fully trained and rather magnificent acrobat. He was known— rightly, I may say— as Flying Mulligan. With the help of Hungary’s crown prince, a close friend—that is to say an intimate— he established a great traveling circus. He had lions and tigers, a cheetah, a black panther, two elephants, a giraffe, a hippopotamus, a number of ferrets, and some singing birds. And a dog.” The door of the trailer opened and a woman stood there.

“Jimmy, the band is missing.”

“Their muse will bring them back.”

“Jimmy, they went missing last week too.”

“And did their muse not bring them back?”

“I don’t care who brought them back. Them two are a bad pair.”

“There are three of them, my dear.”

Robert reduced his expectations of an orchestra with wind and strings.

“This is my new American friend,” said James. “And this is Dolores.”

“Andy’s on another rant,” said Dolores, ignoring Robert completely.

“I saw him earlier. We must allow for performance nerves.”

“The back part of the tent is falling down at the door. And Halleluia has a cough.” She had a voice as flat as a board.

James now looked worried. He came forward in his red swallowtail coat; he wore no pants of any variety; Dolores took no notice.

“Can we get some fresh grass for her?” he asked.

“She et a book this morning.”

James smiled. “A critic! Go and make her feel well.” As Robert prayed that James would not turn around, James said over his shoulder, “Halleluia is the star of our show. Without her we are— ordinary.”

Dolores went away, and James retreated to the depths of the trailer.

“My father had two sons,” he called out. “William and James. Twins. He named us after opposing kings. And we inherited the circus. Regrettably we did not concur on the management of our art, and we agreed to separate. William took the animal acts, and I took the people— with the exception of Halleluia, who was attached to me anyway. Goats appreciate me. In time I bought some horses. Some of the acts went on to other things, some even left circus life.”

He halted, struggling into a pair of tight pants, each leg of which had a shiny red stripe down the outside.

Somebody knocked hard at the trailer door. James answered it and had an altercation with whomever stood outside.

“Scutter!” he cried. “Scutter on you!”

He closed the door hard and held it tight from the inside. It shook once or twice as though somebody outside wished to open it forcibly. James stood there in silence, a finger to his lips.

Finally he let go— nobody there.

“Musicians!” he said. “God!” And, more sadly, “We have no performance tonight, I fear. Halleluia’s coughing. I cannot risk the health of an artiste.”

James left the trailer. After some minutes Robert went out too. The rain had come sweeping back in, heavier than before. In the tent he saw three young men with musical instruments; they stood under a flap— and then made a wild run for somewhere.

Nothing else happened. He saw nobody, heard nothing. Robert went back to the trailer, from which a smell of cooking now came. He knocked on the open door.

“Come in, dear boy” boomed James, who wore no more than his shiny pants. On a small stovelike contraption that spat blue flames he fried steak and onions and winced as the fat spattered his bony white-haired chest.

“I have a proposal for you,” he said to Robert. He seemed not at all like a man whose evening show had just been canceled. “Will you not watch one hour with me, so to speak? I like the Gospel of Saint Matthew. I find Mark dry, and Luke is frankly unreliable. John is a juvenile.”

Robert let this scholarly judgment pass, and James sailed on.

“I need a spiritual adviser. For a week. No more. Will you not watch one week with me? I will take care of you, hand and foot, a splendid bed at night, a varied and exciting life, with stimulating conversation. I am an ex-seminarian myself. The bishop would not ordain me on account of a very grave theological disagreement.”

James Mulligan shared his steak and onions and maintained a booming monologue. At last he showed Robert to a small trailer where loud wheezy breathing came from the other side of a curtain. Robert called a soft greeting, and received no answer. Is it man, woman, child, or beast?

His bunk proved surprisingly comfortable, if narrow and short. Having eaten a substantial helping of steak and onions, he slept a good and rewarding sleep with no dreams.

He awoke to chaos— chaos and rain. Much of the tent had collapsed. Some of the animals had broken loose—the buffalo, two horses, the llama. James strolled about the wrecked site, chanting verse: “And the lives of the great shall be merry and wise/And those filled with hate shall be puny as flies.” He paused, checking to see who listened, then commented to Robert, “Forgive its lack of profundity. I composed it only yesterday.”

Dolores said, “The camels are gone up into the town.”

Robert slipped away. Inside a minute the curve of Lanesborough’s main street hid him from the circus— and from James Mulligan.

At the edge of town, he saw a woman opening her door wide; against her window she propped a notice: COOKED MEALS HERE.

Robert walked across to her door and said, “Good morning.”

“Are you after your breakfast?”

“No. I haven’t had breakfast yet.”

She nodded. “That’s what I was asking. Come on in.”

He sat down as directed at the end of a long kitchen table, in a narrow room that seemed to stretch for hundreds of yards. She placed in front of him a mug and a wide plate.

“We usually get cattlemen here. Now, tell me, aren’t you an American priest? My brother’s a priest like yourself, Father. You must meet him, he’s Father Dillon, up along the Shannon, in a place called Drumsna. He’s a very nice man altogether; the bishop loves him.”

A commotion arose at the door and a voice called in, “Miss Dillon, how are ya?”

She sighed. “Them go-the-roads.”

Robert turned to look at the noise, and in came three young men who seemed familiar: Ah, yes, the three musicians from the circus.

“That oul’ hoor, we got enough offa him for the breakfast, you’ll have to give us enough grub to last us three days, missus, we’ll have no more money till then.”

Robert got a clear look at them. They proved younger than he had thought and less rough, more well-spoken and well-disposed.

“Hah! You’re the fella was with oul’ Mulligan,” said one.

“He told us,” said the second, “that a famous writer had come over from America to write about the circus. Is that you?”

Robert shook his head, and Miss Dillon said, “You should be more respectful to a priest.”

They gave Robert their names—”Christian names only, till you get to know us, Father”—Enda, Jarlath, and PaulTom, who explained his name by saying, “They christened me Paul Thomas and they were always arguing; my mother wanted to call me Paul and my father wanted to call me Tom.”

Each musician had joined the circus during summer vacation from university. Enda played a banjo, Jarlath had a flute, and PaulTom the concertina, three young men as merry as mirth, with not a care in the world except for food and music. Their questions cascaded down upon Robert.

“There’s great music in Boston.”

“Did you ever go to Nova Scotia? A lot of good fiddlers there.”

“Father, what are you doing here at all, walking in the open air? I thought all Yanks had motorcars.”

When he explained his quest they lit up.

“I know only one Shannon, and she’s a river,” said Enda, laughing.

Jarlath said, “There’s Shannons in Leitrim, I don’t know them myself but my cousin does.”

And PaulTom said, “If I’m not mistaken, there’s Shannons in Roosky Are you going to Roosky, Father?”

“How far?” asked Robert.

“From here?” They debated. “I’d say—what, Miss Dillon— twenty miles?”

They concurred that, along the river, it would probably be twenty-five miles with all the twists and turns. “But you’d easily walk it in a day, and a lovely walk too, Father.”

For a while they plied him with questions as to whom he knew and where. They seemed disappointed that he didn’t know some cousin in Arkansas or friend in Seattle. And then the musicians wouldn’t let him pay for breakfast.

“If we did, Father, our mothers would throw us out.”

They waved him off and Robert wondered, When have I met men as cheerful?

Miss Dillon followed him into the hall. She handed him two envelopes and a packet of food.

“One envelope’s for yourself, Father; it has my brother’s name and address in it. The other— give it to him.”

Robert placed both letters in his rucksack. He clarified directions as to how to get himself onto a path by the river and set off. But he didn’t walk far or for long. A surprising flat of sand opened, where a stream flowed into the river. There he hunkered— and lingered for hours.

He watched the sedges bend in the lapping stream; watched the river’s many muted colors, from silver to brown; watched the dirty cream spittle at the water’s edge and the tiny creatures, quick as silver or slow as sloth, near the bank.

Many multicolored butterflies flitted around; he would have been intrigued by the local belief that butterflies are human souls. In the fields behind him, larks rose from the long grass and soared to sing at the feet of the sun. Two long-legged small birds pattered like busy waiters. In the water a few feet down, Robert could see the faint waving fan of a fish tail, perhaps three inches in span. Then a hawk flew over and scared everything.

The creek behind their house in Sharon dried up in the summer, when the weather might have encouraged poking about. And in winter it flowed too fast and too high or was too full of ice. And the Housatonic was too much of a river, his mother said, to explore on his own. Now, looking into the Shannon’s face again, he stared and stared, enthralled by the holy patterns of light and dancing shadow on rock, sand, and mud.

Every day of the year, the atmosphere on the Shannon changes noticeably in the late afternoon. When the evening begins to arrive, the waters and their creatures, above and below, prepare for sundown and the night. Insects buzz louder; they’ve survived another day. Birds call with merry insistence, like office girls making plans for the night. The land exhales, and because it has breathed so much all day it now wants to rest.

North of Lanesborough, a small river flowed into the Shannon. On its far banks a dense wood began. Robert crossed the little plank bridge to stay on the path for Drumsna— and stopped dead. Ahead of him, he saw a man wearing a tweed cap; he leaned against a tree at the fringe of the wood and smoked a pipe, though it was nothing like Francis Car-berry’s grand one. This was a small-bowled cheap affair, made of white clay.

When he saw Robert, the man grew edgy and began to walk away. He looked back, stopped, took the pipe out of his mouth, and called, “Don’t come near me.”

Robert stopped and held out his hands peacefully and wide.

The man ahead said, “Don’t. I mean— just don’t.” He cocked his head to one side, listening hard.

Robert listened too but heard nothing except the breeze in the trees and the slither of the little river.

With a rush, the man said, “You see? You see?” and began to walk quickly away. As Robert looked in confusion at the departing back, the man turned around abruptly and said, “They’re looking for two fellas together.”

He disappeared.

At that moment Robert heard what had halted the man— the beginnings of a noise, a truck’s engine. Robert ran headlong into the woods and headed for the nearest cover, a loose part of a thick high briar hedge, close to the road; nothing else seemed as dense. Outside on the little road the noise grew ever louder. Robert forced himself through the outer reaches of the briar hedge and half hunkered, half crawled into its depths.

The truck neared, and now its engine growled as the gears changed down. Robert couldn’t see through the briar, and in any case he was too busy trying to settle in the thickest concealment. The dense hawthorn finally accepted him under its low branches, and he squatted there, trembling. On the road outside, twenty yards from the briar, the truck stopped and the engine cut.

He heard many voices; one rose above all others: “Didja see them, lads?”

A mixed chorus said, “No. Nothing.”

Then came silence, with an occasional low cough.

A voice at the back of the unseen group asked, “Shouldn’t we be firing a few shots anyway? Loosen ‘em up, like?”

“Yeh,” said another. “Flush ‘em out.”

“No,” said a leaderly voice. “We’ll sit tight.”

The impasse lasted twenty minutes. Robert scarcely breathed. Occasionally he heard a jingle and a jostle on the other side of the hedge. A footfall clunked on the road right beside him. One man must have checked the breech of his gun because the metallic clung! echoed. In his fright, Robert ran his tongue repeatedly along his top teeth.

At last, somebody grunted an order. Three, four, five, ten shots rang out. Twenty yards from Robert’s briar, the leaves made ripping noises; the air whistled. The line of fire came closer; birds squawked away, terrified. Something small near Robert’s feet raced desperately into deeper undergrowth, bumping into Robert’s ankle as it ran.

Ten yards away the leaves now began to tear; they spat little shards of green. Five yards away the bullets thudded into a mound of earth. Robert’s eyes stared, his ears roared, his mouth grew dry, his hands gripped each other. Then the firing stopped and his nostrils picked up again the dreadful smell of cordite; it had hung over Normandy like the odor of plague.

From the road he heard murmurs, a laugh, clinks and rattles. The engine of the truck wowrled!, then started. Somebody said, “Did we bring enough ammo at all, lads?” and a general laugh followed. The truck moved away.

Down the road, it stopped again. Once more the engine cut; once again voices chatted and laughed; once again silence fell and hung. And once more a fusillade rang out: lengthy, random, and terrifying.

At last, at long last, the engine revved back into life and the truck rolled away. The hedge provided such good acoustics that Robert reckoned he heard the truck for three or four minutes. Even when it faded he didn’t go out to the road again.

By then the sun had left the woodland. He stayed in the briar for close to an hour. Around him, shadows fell longer and darker. Nothing moved, no small animal, no bird. Now and then he heard a sound from a tree or a bush: a branch resettling, water dripping from leaves.

Robert slept rough that night, under the stars— the first time in his life. Not that he meant to; it seemed to happen almost by default. When he moved from his cover, he went deeper into the trees and found himself in a tangled old wood, with a thick ground blanket of ancient mulch, fallen branches, and some of last year’s leaves.

Not much light penetrated here— although lightning had; a blasted tree stood in front of him, gaunt, charcoal-dark, and sere; in its top branches he saw the cluster of an old nest like a loose ball of black twine.

The heavy overhead canopy gave him what he needed, a reasonable shelter. Patting the ground in a dozen places, he found a spot whose dry-ness startled him, and with his boots he scraped a rectangle in the earth into which he calculated that he could fit his length. His rucksack made a pillow, and he lay down. He had no food, and he had no covering of any kind. Within moments he had fallen asleep; daylight would last for at least another three hours.

Nothing came by to trouble this babe in the woods, this untypical nature-man-for-a-night. With no bears in Ireland, no wolves, and no snakes, he had nothing to fear. If a fox found him, it would merely sniff the air nearby and move on; foxes do not like deep woods except as refuge. Nor would any badger cause him trouble; their shyness keeps them placid until attacked. Robert’s only threat came from within.

Now, however, he stood a chance of warding off that too. Since landing in Ireland he had not yet suffered any new attacks of nature’s images corrupted. If he looked at a tree, the leaves had no bloodstains, the branches had no naked limbs hanging there, no decapitated bodies.

Had he been in touch with Dr. Greenberg, he would have recorded other changes. In his images so far on this journey, his parents and superiors no longer came to assault him. They no longer stood accusing and distorted before his prone form. And he no longer saw himself alternately attacking them with knives and machetes and hurling himself weeping into their arms.

The brief roles of the safer Irish people he had encountered could almost be defined as in loco parentis. Toward those upon whose decency and hospitality he looked back, he felt nothing but affection and warmth— even if he hadn’t been able to find thoughts to shape the words to say so. Toward the rest, the Irregulars and the truckloads of soldiers, he felt the fear and aversion of the war in France.

He knew he hadn’t yet begun to articulate many complete sentences or think anything profound. All he could say for certain was that the inner marauders who had plagued him for so long had largely stayed away from Ireland. They had been given every chance to attack, but he had beaten them off. He knew, he could tell, that he had recovered himself much faster from the fright of having been almost strangled, and of having had a gun put to his forehead, than he had done after the Edward Dargan incident.

Generally he felt as though a certain pleasantness had arrived— and it looked as though it might stay. His mind was slowly beginning once more to fill with thoughts of food, of baseball, of the horses in the fields near the white-painted walls of his parents’ home. Once or twice he even began to recall phrases about peace that he had used in sermons.

The moments of going into and waking up from sleep always posed the greatest threat, no matter how safe the premises, no matter how secure his feelings. That night, however, despite the cold, the damp, and the somewhat fearful surroundings, Robert settled down unalarmed and slept for several hours. No troubling dreams came to him. Aware of some discomfort, he tossed and turned a little on the hard ground, but he finally awoke serenely on his woodland bed at two o’clock in the morning.

Light never fully leaves the Irish sky in high summer. He came slowly to the realization of where he was; he came slowly to the memory of what had brought him there and kept him there. All around him, the wood’s dark shapes began to materialize until they had the clarity of twilight.

He stood, stretched, and began to turn in a full, slow circle, peering as hard as he could into the gloom— not seeking to penetrate the shadows but wishing to make sense of them, even to make friends of them: I have not been in a wood so deep since, since … Is there something— somebody— sprawled over there? No. This is a forest, not a battlefield. Listen. Listen hard.

Not a sound could he hear. No matter how still and secluded his hospital room, there had always been noise: the faint traffic of the city, the clang of a distant utensil in a nursing corridor. Here, with his eyes accepting as friends the shapes of the night wood, with the mushroom smell of damp mulch reaching his nose, and with his hands gripping a slender tree, its bark raw as a rope to his touch, his ears heard nothing.

Perhaps there was the faint rustle of a leaf— but he couldn’t hear it. Perhaps a maggot wriggled somewhere, opaque and haphazard in the life of the deep leaf mold— but the sound had no muscle for travel. Perhaps a creature’s young ones wriggled in a nest somewhere— but if so, they snored discreetly.

He began to relish this wood. The black shapes of the trees, the fractured and rotting branches beneath them— these were not fallen comrades. No enemies lurked among these phantom shapes. That deafening truckload of bullets had long gone— and even if the men whom the soldiers had been seeking were his threateners from Clonmacnoise, those two now knew who he was and he had no need to fear them.

Few conditions prove so extreme as to lack all benefits; even shell shock had one or two advantages, and they stemmed from the human instinct for survival. In one such manifestation, victims achieve the capacity to remain still, not for minutes at a time but for hours on end. When observed closely, Robert proved able to sit— or stand— without movement for long periods. Food roused him benignly; sudden noise too, but disturbingly so.

With no food and with tranquil silence in that wood somewhere in Ireland’s deepest midlands, he stood leaning against his tree for hours— until a kindly branch somewhere above him shifted with a little crack, and his reverie ended.

In matters of great secrecy there are no secrets. Most cloak-and-dagger people end up as no more than furtive— little cloak and not much dagger. Furtiveness is not secrecy. To be successful, secrecy must become profound and systematic; it must be established with a view to not being uncovered—ever.

And true secrecy must be held rigidly among a few. A husband and his wife and child may guard a family secret, such as incest. Government says it keeps secrets—but eventually it releases them, officially or unofficially. A friend may keep a secret from his or her closest friend— but once that information becomes a power source, a means of establishing who’s first among equals, the secrecy ends. In Cardinal O’Connell’s time, the secrets in the Archdiocese of Boston were like open graves.

Out of the American South in the early twentieth century came a newspaper called The Menace. It attacked the Catholic Church every week, and it had a circulation of a million and a half. Many of the stories subsisted on sensation: priests drunk on altar wine, young women seduced in Confession, orgies in convents with nuns.

Not much of the lurid rhetoric had changed since the immigrating English had brought their folk-tale attacks on Catholicism to the New World, and their condemnations had descended straight from Henry VIII and the Puritans. Few Catholics found themselves significantly upset at the content of The Menace— except when the newspaper got hold of something big.

In 1913, The Menace had more than a dozen reporters and many more stringers operating in those big American cities that had the largest Catholic populations. When The Boston Globe carried a story buried far from the main pages in a morass of legal notices at the back, the men from The Menace had, at last, some facts to report. A David Toomey was sued for breach of promise to marry by an Alice Leary for the unusually large sum of $20,000, a millionaire standard of damages in those days.

Miss Leary won her case— not in court but through the offices of the archbishop where Toomey worked. He was, to give him his full title, Father David J. Toomey, chaplain to the cardinal and editor of the arch-diocesan newspaper, The Pilot. The size of the damages sought— and won— indicated certain power. The jilter and his advisers knew this case must never be allowed to go to court. Miss Leary clearly understood the power that she had; she asked for a packet of money and she got it.

The lawsuit gave the tiniest peephole into a wild life. At the core of Cardinal William O’Connell’s regime stood yet another lurid individual, Father Toomey’s close friend and colleague, Monsignor James P. E. O’Connell. Beloved nephew of His Eminence, he was no less than the chancellor of the archdiocese. And he shared, even exceeded, his friend Father Toomey’s taste for the kind of existence supposedly denied to celibates.

Both James and David caroused intensively and ran up impressive bills in restaurants and hotels. In time, as wild young men do, they settled down (so to speak) and married. This could be thought unusual, considering that they still maintained their lives as ordained priests in the Archdiocese of Boston with vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience.

Monsignor O’Connell married a Mrs. Frankie Wort. He so enchanted her on their first few meetings that she raced off to South Dakota, declared residence there for six months, and got a divorce of convenience from Mr. Wort.

Upon his marriage, Monsignor O’Connell also changed his name (perhaps in consideration for his uncle the cardinal). They became “Mr. and Mrs. Roe,” toured Europe on honeymoon (with Father Toomey as a traveling companion), and came back to settle in New York City.

On Mondays Mr. Roe boarded the train in civilian clothes and disembarked in Boston as Monsignor O’Connell, in clerical garb. He then went to work, running the finances, saying Mass, and dispensing his uncle’s favors across the archdiocese. Every Thursday he reversed the procedure; he boarded the train in Boston as Monsignor O’Connell, got off in New York as Mr. Roe, and took his wife to dinner and the opera.

A year after the monsignor’s marriage, Father Toomey followed his example; he married a twenty-one-year-old girl. Telling her he was a federal agent by the name of Fossa, he married her not once but twice. Their first marriage before a justice of the peace so afflicted the girl’s Catholic conscience that she insisted on a church solemnization. Fossa had no appropriate papers, so he got baptized again in time for the wedding. (The false name he took had a certain mischievous compulsion to it: The Latin word fossa means a ditch, a grave, or in some ecclesiastical Latin a tomb—akin to Toomey.)

From there on, and for most of a decade, the scandal concerning these two men began to spiral like a whirligig. Both began to help themselves ever more liberally to the cardinal’s generosity. They embezzled mightily, and they slept in his bed with their wives while “Gangplank Bill” was away on one of his many luxury cruises.

Long before any outrage swelled across the American Church, every priest in the See of Boston knew of the two married men, the cardinal’s nephew and his raunchy pal. Decades before priestly celibacy became a prismatic issue in the Catholic world, the joke had been, “Oh, Boston already has a married clergy.”

Eventually, the Catholic bishops of the United States became satisfied that the rumors of these Boston shenanigans were true. Already, Cardinal O’Connell’s size of frame, style, and spirit left few indifferent to him. His enemies roused themselves and began a concerted effort to dethrone His Eminence. A new opportunity was approaching. A hierarchy conference was to take place in September 1922.

Before that, while Robert Shannon was walking his Irish river, most of the American Catholic hierarchy went on vacation. Sevovicz himself had embarked upon a walking tour of Chesapeake Bay with an old Jesuit friend from New York. They stayed in inns and ate oysters and played poker after dinner each night. By day they discussed the likelihood of the North American bishops overthrowing Cardinal O’Connell and forcing Rome to sideline him.

His friend warned that His Eminence must not be underestimated. In March, a report had appeared in The New York Times of O’Connell’s meeting with the new pope, Pius XI, for an hour of what was described as “intimate conversation.” The Holy Father was also quoted as singing his praises: “America is truly wonderful and full of hope and promise.” O’Connell, it emerged, spoke in English, Italian, and German, to which Sevovicz’s friend concluded, “If it was an intimate conversation, a private audience, who released all this information?”

Sevovicz wondered— without saying so— whether he should get involved and, if so, how? He had been working on a theory: If, while he was waiting for Robert to recover, he could become a behind-the-scenes facilitator for both sides of the hierarchy dispute, he might be left holding a pretty ring. If a pact could be negotiated rather than enforced, both sides would trust him.

He could then tell Rome, with the confirmation of all parties, of his own effectiveness. He felt sure that crumbs would fall; indeed, he hoped for a substantial loaf. Supposing O’Connell toppled, who would get the Archdiocese of Boston? It would have to be an archbishop, wouldn’t it, at least for a while? As a caretaker?

He and his wise friend rehearsed the issue over and over again. How would O’Connell’s enemies fare? Could Archbishop Walsh of St. Louis bring down His Eminence? Both men agreed that O’Connell’s combination of aggression and shrewd Irish politics would carry him through.

Sevovicz’s friend enumerated the stratagems that O’Connell was known to have employed to acquire and then keep power. Much of it came from image making. Deep in his episcopacy for example, he wrote— and had leather-bound— a series of “thoughtful” letters that he predated by some thirty-five years. Written in 1914–15, they were dressed to look as though he had begun them as early as 1876. Thus he gave the impression that he had had mature insights when he was much younger.

Like Sevovicz, His Eminence enjoyed the trappings of power. He believed that a leader should be seen to live the life of a leader. To this end he traveled richly, widely, and often (hence the nickname “Gangplank Bill”) and entertained lavishly when at home, where he kept an excellent cellar and a superb humidor.

Then Sevovicz discovered something that he hadn’t known. Of the marriage scandals he had heard every detail: the nephew, Monsignor O’Connell, and the administrator-priest, Father Toomey In fact he had heard so much about them he saw no reason to learn any more; Rome had found out that His Eminence had lied to Pope Benedict about the two men, but that pope was now dead.

“Of course, there’s always scandal,” said Sevovicz’s friend.

“That’s all closed, surely?” queried Sevovicz.

“When God closes one door, He opens another,” said Sevovicz’s friend, and chuckled at his own joke. He elaborated; O’Connell’s own “intimate preferences,” as he called them, must surely come to the attention of Rome one day.

“Meaning?” asked Sevovicz, miffed at his own ignorance.

“He thinks himself a gentleman and he likes gentlemen.”

Sevovicz kicked at a stone on their rocky beach and swore. “Do you think—?”

He paused, and the friend supplied the rest. “Do I think he has made inappropriate approaches to that young friend and ward of yours?”

Sevovicz said, “Has he?”

To which the friend replied, “I don’t know.”

Neither man used the word homosexual or any of its euphemisms.

Not that night, or for many nights after, did Sevovicz get to sleep easily, as he replayed over and over the life, as he had seen it, of Robert Shannon. In particular he replayed the day of the Confession: how shattered Robert had been and how all their good progress seemed to have been undone when Robert emerged from his cloister with the cardinal. And yet— and yet, for a reason he could not grasp, Sevovicz refused to accept what others might have thought obvious. But at the same time, why did the cardinal send Robert to Ireland?

Robert felt no need to wait for the dawn’s best light. He stepped out from his woodland sanctuary and resumed his riverside course. With the Shannon on his left, the friendly woods on the right gave way to farmland. On high ground a distant tree line ran along the crest of a field so cleanly that Robert thought of Abe Lincoln’s beard— a tailored shape around a perimeter. Across the river, a ruined tower stood alone like a forgotten sentry with nothing to guard anymore.

Here the Shannon swirled fast and free, a current reaching fully to each bank; in high spate it would flood these fields. Not a cloud in the skies, not a breeze in the trees, not a beast in the fields; he stopped for a moment in the empty lands, fancying he could feel the planet turn beneath his feet.

He had forgotten to wind his watch; he reckoned the time at around six in the morning: Should I go and ask for breakfast somewhere? Why do I feel so good? I am— not afraid. Am I afraid? No. But I slept in the wild. I slept in the open air. I slept rough! Am I all right? A little damp. And some bones ache. But I’m all right!

After some hundreds of yards, the path swung away from the river and he needed faith to stay with it. The land stayed flat until, up ahead, it climbed to a stand of trees. Near this grove stood a white house with a yellow door.

Robert stopped and looked at the house. The clouds raced across the sky, driven by a wind not felt on the ground. He stared harder at the house and waited as though he expected something to happen. Then he resumed his walk. But a hundred yards on, he stopped and turned back to look at the house again. He and he alone occupied the landscape. He heard no human voice, just the burbling and splashing of the river and sometimes the screech of a bird.

His mind raced but he knew not why. He watched the tall reeds fight back against the fast stream. Then he began to pace— forward and back, forward and back—along the path. His mood had begun to swing between strength and tears, and he knew his surges of energy needed to be controlled. Something— something unknown— had moved in on him.

So he paced again and again, back and forth on that lovely path, trying to grasp and control his feelings, trying to define them. The dawn began to open fully, streaking the eastern sky with blood.

Although the shadows remained, Robert made a decision. He left the pathway and walked east on a small road until he came to the avenue of the house with the yellow door. A dim light shone in an upstairs window. With a deep breath he entered the property. He would— at least— ask for breakfast.

It was clear that somebody tended this place carefully. Somebody efficient clipped the copper beech hedge and tamed the blurts of pampas grass and filled the white jardinières on either side of the front door. The same somebody probably kept the garden benches on the small lawn painted a pristine white; even in this cold wet atmosphere they looked smart.

Robert hovered. He tried to peer in at the bow windows but could see nothing because the rooms were dark and the light from the sky had not yet entered. He pressed gently on the yellow door; it seemed firmly shut. The great brass knob had been polished so brightly it seemed like a lamp in the dawn.

He turned the knob. The door moved as lightly as a feather, and he stalled in fright at his own audacity. Outside the door, on his right, shone another brass artifact: a bellpull. He tugged and heard a distant ringing.

Nobody answered. He entered a dim hallway. In the distance he saw a frill of light around the edges of a closed door. He walked toward this light along a dim long passage hung with pictures. This passageway led into a round lobby from which other corridors radiated. Straight ahead of him now was the door with the escaping light. He knocked and received no answer, but the door, unlatched, yielded to his knock, so he pushed it open— and looked into the glowing welcome of a large kitchen. A fire of wide logs danced in a wide hearth.

Is this a dream? Robert looked all around. Everything he saw spoke the words comfort, peace, and safety. He had never seen a floor of red brick before, red brick laid in a herringbone pattern, red bricks swept clean as a table. High, neat stacks of logs were piled on either side of the fireplace.

The wide hearth also contained two wooden settles of a kind he had only seen in New England. Those who sat on these wide high-backed benches every night would look at each other across the hearth. They must have done so for centuries, because the wood was as polished as gold.

Large food cupboards, painted cream with green trim, stood around the walls. One had chicken wire in the lower half; it had chicken wire because it contained chickens, tiny cheeping creatures, fluffing themselves and stumbling about in their warm little cage.

In the middle of the room stood a long table made of ordinary planks. He had never seen a wood so spotless; this was a timber called white deal, common all over the Irish countryside and capable of being scrubbed clinically clean, as this was. At one end of it stood a husband’s large chair, standing slightly back, slightly aside, as if a man had recently eaten and gone out to work. Benches, wooden forms, ran down either side of the table; they gave no sign of recent occupation.

Along a high dresser that ran almost the length of one wall, row after row of gleaming cream-colored plates caught the red-and-orange light of the fire. On the shelf below them rested a long flat basket of eggs, to some of which wisps of straw adhered.

Best of all— and Robert had only read of this, never seen it— magical things hung from the raftered ceiling of the room: two dusty hams, half a dozen slabs of salt bacon, several hanks of voluptuous white onions, and other unidentifiable bundles that might have been herbs.

He stood there transfixed. The warmth of the fire lit his tired face— and then he suddenly realized that he had invaded somebody’s home. Embarrassed and not a little fearful, he turned and left the kitchen, drawing the door closed behind him.

As he strode silently down the dark corridor, his eye caught something. He half stopped; he had no time to take it in fully, but it reached into him and laid a finger on his heart. He hurried on, hauled back the heavy front door, and stepped out into the dawn, and when he heard the gentle click! of the door behind him, he almost ran down the short curving avenue, across the little road, and back to the riverside path.
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The later teenage years of Vincent Patrick Ryan passed in peace and quiet. He received abundant care and tenderness. A couple in Worcester, Massachusetts, whose own son had died of tuberculosis, took in Vincent and then legally adopted him.

On the first evening at dinner they said, “Every household has rules. But we hope that you’ll absorb ours just from observing us.”

Within days they reflected upon their luck. This tall quiet boy responded to every kindness they could offer. He might not say much, but he found ways of showing his appreciation. His help in the house had an eloquence all its own. He kept an immaculate bedroom, took excellent care of his person, and rushed to assist with every domestic task.

“A paragon,” they said. “Such good behavior,” they said. “A model boy.”

Only one cloud passed over— his sisters came to visit. Vincent went into such a decline afterward that the adoptive parents wrote and told them— in careful, tactful terms— never to call again. “For reasons you already know, which we do not— at this moment— need to reconsider, Vincent is trying hard to build a new life.” The threat implicit in the words at this moment sufficed, and he never again heard from a member of his family.

His new life contained massive promise. Vincent excelled at school, in almost every subject. He came out top of the class again and again; he read voraciously, and although he kept to himself he delighted in helping classmates.

At home, he studied into the night, always in consideration of the household’s activities. He became as fully a child of his adoptive parents as though they had conceived and borne him. Their life became his life, and within weeks the need for any steering, any corrective touch on the rudder, fell away.

They had always had a good social life: bridge, library volunteers, country club. Vincent fitted in seamlessly. He met their friends, who found him charming if quiet and said to his parents how much they looked forward to his maturity, when those boyish good looks became fixed. And when not at Sunday lunch with his new parents, listening keenly, saying little, they knew he was at home, studying or completing some chores.

Two lacunae materialized: no sport and no social life. For each of these gaps he had an answer, delivered in his quiet way in excellent English.

“My knowledge of my own physical ability is too uncertain. I am happy for the moment to concentrate on studies. When I feel that I can also excel at sport, I shall choose something.” Football? they wondered, given his physique. “Perhaps,” he said.

The priest who had been assigned to look him over now and then believed his avoidance of sport “might have something to do with, you know, the physical abuse, doesn’t want his body hurt anymore.”

Vincent’s adoptive parents, eager and gracious people, nodded understandingly

As to the second lacuna, Vincent had a reply that charmed them.

“I understand your concern. But I do have a social life; I have my life with you. This is where I want to be in the evenings and at weekends.”

If they speculated as to what he thought about things, they put it away, grateful for the smooth and good presence he supplied. If they wondered why he stared at the wall— when not reading— for such long hours, they put it down to teenage daydreams. If they felt anxious at the length of his solitary walks, they got over it when he returned with a small gift: an unusual stone or branch, a country fruit, flowers, or perhaps a description of something that he had seen.

When he was eighteen, his academic results startled all who knew him. In science he received the top marks in the state of Massachusetts; in mathematics he was in the top 5 percent. Nor could his other scores be faulted; not one was below 90 percent. Which raised the question: What next?

Then came the only major discomfort his new parents experienced in the years they had been raising him. “Vincent Patrick,” as his adoptive mother insisted on calling him, would not—could not—enter into discussions of his future. Not for a moment would he think of what he might do; not for a second would he contemplate a career, a life. They applied no pressure— but they did invite a friend, one of the school principals, to dinner.

It yielded no result; Vincent Patrick would not—could not—focus and the conversation faded. When he had gone to his room after dinner— with, as ever, perfect courtesy to the adults— they discussed his reluctance. The teacher advised that they go back to basics and talk to clergy who knew the original family.

She said, “The word the other students use about him in school is solitary. He mixes little.”

“We know,” said the anxious parents.

“And when other children make that observation about a peer, it usually means that the condition is greater than they’re saying.”

“We understand,” said the concerned parents.

“And his reluctance to talk about his future may mean— and I’m only guessing here— that he’s fearful of engaging. In the world outside school he’ll have to show people who he is.”

“Ah,” said his parents— and wrote next day to the clergy who had kindly stayed in touch all these years.

With good timing, two priests arrived, one of them the man who had overseen the transfer from the Ryan home to this house. Vincent Patrick, regular as a clock, had gone on his long Saturday morning walk. In his absence they listened and they talked and they decided: Perhaps Vincent Patrick should be offered a place in the seminary? The devout parents agreed.

He began his studies for the priesthood that fall, and with it he combined the next level of education. In college, too, he excelled. The “social problem” did not, however, evaporate; he mixed infrequently, and he said little and took no part in sport. There was no fault with his courtesy, though, or his punctuality, or his personal standards, or his seeming devoutness.

For two years he— once again— conducted his life along ideal lines. Even his weekly confessions, obligatory for all students and typically filled with lurid half-baked thoughts, contained nothing but Vincent’s mild notions of his own transgressions: carelessness in attention at a lecture, lack of ardor in trying to work harder, forgetting to write home.

His self-effacement intensified. At the age of twenty-one he could be found in the seminary only if searched for; this big, impeccably turned-out young man kept himself to himself so much he often could not be seen.

Also at the age of twenty-one his life altered. As he walked down a corridor one day, a couple of the students teased him about a scarf he was wearing. Vincent Patrick Ryan especially liked this muffler. It had been a birthday gift from his adoptive mother and he had specifically requested it: Black and gray stripes almost merged, separated only by a fine line of pink. He didn’t know that it reminded these students of a local school with a poor reputation.

“Hey, Vin, are those your school colors?”

“I didn’t know you went there.”

“They’re gorillas.”

“That’d figure.”

So ran the banter.

Afterward the Dean of Studies asked Vincent Patrick Ryan to describe what had happened and he could not remember. They sent him to his room. By morning he was running a high fever so they took him to the infirmary. The seminary doctor was called and he said that the young man had all the signs of a stroke— but it might be a false symptom, a reaction to a hysterical outburst. They took Vincent Patrick Ryan to the hospital, where he stayed a week with no lasting effects. When he was discharged, his parents took him home.

The Dean of Studies visited and Vincent Patrick Ryan never returned to the seminary. To create an outlet for his strength and energy his adoptive father enrolled him in a nearby gymnasium, where Vincent Patrick Ryan applied himself with the same zeal to his physical health as he had to his studies. One of the two students who had teased him lay in a coma for six weeks; the other had to have his lower jawbone reset.

With the house of the yellow door behind him and his visit there undetected, Robert breathed again. By now, the shy advance of dawn had fully spread its light. The path rambled between the river and a small country road, toward which Robert cast an eye every hundred yards or so. He walked on, wary but not anxious. All around him the vegetation provided deep cover, should he need to avoid a repeat of last night’s fright.

Less troubled by hunger than he had expected, he kept up a good pace for almost two hours. Rising ahead, he could see a new and deeper forest. As he entered its arch of trees, a noise rang out, a metallic ching! at the core of a thud! Walking forward, peering into the trees, Robert caught the flash of a blade.

He knew he had to get through the wood to continue his journey. Should I call out? As he slowed down and began to ease his way through the trees, he at last saw the ax and the man swinging it. Should I press ahead and ignore the woodcutter? The man had by now made a deep white-yellow wedge low down in the bole of a tree.

The forester saw Robert, lowered the ax, and waved a hand. Then he leaned back, wiping his brow with a shirtsleeve; on closer view Robert guessed the man to be about his own age, certainly no more than mid-thirties.

As Robert approached, the forester said conversationally, “ ‘Tis like a fight. The youngest ones is the hardest to knock down.”

Robert said, “Why take it down if it’s young?”

“Ah, the beetle. You’ve to get it fast. There’s this four here, but I think I have ‘em all.”

By now Robert’s translation skills had grown, and he knew the forester meant that he had so far identified four infested trees in this section of the wood.

The forester said, “We shouldn’t be growing pine anyway; my father was right, and his father before him. What’s wrong with ash? There’s nothing wrong with ash. Or beech, come to that.”

“Is this your job?”

“It is, Father.”

There! Again! With no discernible identification, Robert had been recognized as a priest.

He smiled. “How did you know?”

The forester said, “Ah, there’s a cut to a man. You’ll always know a priest. He’s taught to be careful, he kinda walks like his shoes are always polished. Would you like a bite of a sangwidge, Father?”

In a clearing, a horse grazed, unhitched from a cart that stood nearby, its shafts tipped to rest in the earth. Other implements, including a long two-handled saw, projected into the air from the cart’s upended rear. The forester found a satchel on the cart, sat down against the wheel, and opened the lunch bag. Taking out two massive sandwiches wrapped in newspaper, he handed one to Robert.

“There y are, Father, get yourself outside that,” the forester said, and bit into his own portion, sending out a little yellow cloud of dried egg.

Robert bit less powerfully— and loved the taste.

“This is very good.”

“Ah, Jody She’s a flier”—meaning that his wife made excellent sandwiches and probably good food all round. “Where are you off to, Father? Or are you just out for a walk? Great place for a walk, along here.”

“I hope I’m not trespassing.”

“Ah, Father, what trespass? Isn’t the world open to everyone?”

The horse came a little closer, dragging up clumps of grass in great chomping noises, and the forester took another massive bite, spewing egg. Reaching into his satchel, he pulled out a tall bottle of milk, with a fierce twist of newspaper acting as a cork.

“Did you ever drink buttermilk, Father?”

“Buttermilk? I’ve heard of it.”

“That’s what’s left in the churn after they form the butter. I always tries to get a bottle of it. Try it, itself.”

He yanked out the paper stopper and handed it over. Robert drank, tested the sweet-sour taste, new to his palate, and liked it. He nodded and handed it back.

“What do you like about being a forester— if that’s what you are?”

“Yeh. Or a woodsman. Or a fella who works at the trees.” The forester pulled another fantastic sandwich from his satchel and gave half to Robert. “Well, if you didn’t like it, you wouldn’t do it. And if you didn’t do it, you’d never know it. And if you never knew it— well, you might as well give up. There’s days, Father, when I’d nearly run to work, just to be out here.”

So far Robert followed that the young forester so passionately loved his work he could scarcely wait to get up in the morning.

“What is it that— pulls you?”

By now the forester’s chewing seemed to harmonize with that of his horse. This new sandwich, thick as a doorstep, contained ham and mustard, and it left a swipe of the mustard on his lower lip, where it sat like a golden scar.

“I’ll come out here,” he said, sucking the crumbs from his teeth as he searched his mouth for words, “I’ll come out here and it’ll be early, half six in the summer, eight o’clock in the winter. And I’ll untackle Billy and let him graze, and I’ll go over to the trees.

“There’ll be birds singing, and often I do see a fox and he’ll look at me in the eye and then slope off—not in any hurry, mind you; the red gentleman always takes his time. If there’s any animal I’d like to talk to, Father, ‘tis a fox. He’d have clever things to say. Or a badger, he’d be nice to talk to, only he’d gallop away; a badger is as shy as a girl.

“And when I come out here, there’ll be dew on the ferns, and the spiders’ webs shining with drops of water. And I’ll start to trim a tree or clear away growth from a big root or something.”

Robert sat up a little, tightening like a drum. Here, again, was the kind of voice the archbishop had taught him to look for, the passion to be found in an ordinary calling.

The forester, with a none-too-clean sleeve, automatically wiped the rim of the bottle after Robert’s drinking and took his own lengthy swig. He then swiped his mouth with the same sleeve, rubbing away the mustard scar.

“And there’s a smell you get from wood when you cut into it. I mean, timber out here smells different from timber in a shed or a sawmill. There’s a fresh smell here, like there’s green in the smell that fades later.”

He grew as excited as a sports fan.

“And then you cuts away the old brush an’ that, and the tree gets a bit of room to breathe, like, and you can nearly hear her breathing, and you know that in two or three years she’ll be adding leaves to beat the band. Or you’re out here in the winter and there’s a touch of frost—not that we gets much of it—and you’ll see ahead of you a tree with the leaves gone and it standing all by itself like a ghost. And—”

The forester stopped, suddenly embarrassed.

“Father, did you ever work a crosscut?”

“What’s a crosscut?”

“Ah, you didn’t so.”

The forester jumped to his feet, pulling the remains of the meal together and stuffing them into the satchel. He took down from the cart the long two-handled saw.

“This is a crosscut. It needs two men.”

Across the clearing stood two powerfully built sawhorses. They looked as though they lived there; grass clung to their firm wooden feet. Nearby sat a pyramid of logs, some aged, some new. The forester, with the long saw bouncing over one shoulder, headed to the sawhorses and Robert followed.

He and the forester manhandled a log into place on the horses. The forester took a small tomahawk from his cart and hacked a deep notch into the log. Nodding to Robert, he picked up his end of the saw, and together they fitted the center of the blade to the deep notch.

“Now. Allow a while for the saw to get to know the wood,” he said. Robert took up a position that mimicked the forester’s stance and grip. “You have to hit a kinda smooth thing between the two of us. All right, Father, I’ll pull first.”

Robert held the blade straight as the forester pulled. It ran smoothly enough.

“Now you pull.” Again, a certain smoothness seemed to occur.

“Now, Father, we’ll do it twice in a row.”

Pull-pull, pull-pull. Soon the rhythm began to build. Soon, too, the sweat began to build on Robert’s forehead and the salt of it to sting his eyes.

“Hey, God, Father, you’re powerful at this, powerful. Take that coat off you and you’ll be flying.”

For the next several minutes Robert sawed with the crosscut, exercised and elated. The blade bit into the firm yellow wood in a cut so clean that even the forester admired it.

“Ah, Father, you’ll never go back on the altar after this!”

Soon, the saw had come to the lowest rim of the log and the forester said, “Right, Father, now we take it easy. We’ll go softer and slower, just a bit of a pull from me and then from you, so we can get the saw through clean.”

They pulled with greater care, and then—”Watch your leg!” said the forester, and the saw suddenly fell heavily into their grasp. They had cut clean through the log, whose halves now said goodbye to each other.

The forester inspected the cut. “Grand!” he declared. “God, Father, we’ll make a woodsman of you yet. Where you off to now?”

“I’m keeping close to the river. And I’m looking for any people called Shannon. Do you know any?”

The forester looked at him. “My wife was a Shannon. I s’pose you knew that when you stopped. Oh-ho, you’ll have to meet her. And her mother.”

Robert stayed in the woods all morning; he chopped and he hauled: branches, cords of wood, logs. Not for years had he exerted himself in physical labor, and he enjoyed it almost frenziedly He poured on energy; he lifted great weights of wood; he swung the ax in wide but precise circles. The blisters that formed on his hands felt like badges. The rough textures of the logs gave him the touch of Nature herself. The sweat pouring down his face and his back and from under his arms washed his body like a new freedom.

“Father,” said the forester, “I’m not letting you leave here.”

At two o’clock the forester’s wife arrived, the former Jody Shannon, the flier at making sandwiches.

“He’s always making friends,” was her greeting. She unwrapped a large newspaper parcel of food. “I’ve enough here for two and more.”

“Guess what this man’s name is,” said the forester, smiling at his wife as though she had brought him jewels.

“He’s always riddling me,” she said to Robert, and laughed. “He says he likes to keep me guessing.”

“He has your name,” said the forester.

“Josephine?” said the wife. “And do they call you Jody?”

All three laughed, and Jody said, “Don’t tell me you’re a Shannon?”

“He is, he is,” said her husband.

They offered Robert a bed for the night; they wanted him to stay for a week. His delight at their cottage charmed them. He said it came straight from the fairy tales of his childhood: a woodcutter’s house at the edge of the forest with a red door, dormer windows of small panes, and Gothic woodworked braiding details on the eaves.

They had two children “and another invoiced,” as the forester put it, although Jody showed no signs of pregnancy. Her mother had taken the children for a walk in the woods. A fox had had cubs not far away, and they went out in the late afternoon every day hoping to see the cubs at play. Before the children came back, the forester and his wife asked Robert about his journey. They marveled that he had come all the way from Tarbert.

When he mentioned Francis Carberry they exulted.

“Outside Athlone? He’s a cousin of mine,” said the forester.

“And he married a girl I was in school with,” said his wife. “Lily. She died in the war; it nearly killed him. She ran off with a fella, an English officer she met in Athlone; she went over to France after him.”

Robert started. This tale had a different ring. Francis Carberry had said nothing of it. Poor Francis!

Jody continued, “I don’t think Francis knew at all. Lily was always wild.”

The forester said, “And he never told you we were here, Shannons an’ all?”

Jody said, “Maybe he didn’t think of it.”

The children arrived with their grandmother: nine-year-old twin girls, Mary Josephine and Josephine Mary. Robert guessed at but did not allude to a certain devoutness behind the choice of names.

All sat to a meal. The grandmother, face like an amiable prune, said, “I was Shannon and I married Shannon. My own name was Philomena Shannon, and I married Paddy Shannon.”

“From where?” asked Robert.

“From down the river,” she said. “Lough Ree. I’m from Portlick, and my late husband was from Horseleap.”

“Does your name come from the river?” asked Robert.

“No. We were Shanahans, but my great-grandfather shortened it because he didn’t like his father.”

Robert said, “And your husband’s name?”

Jody chipped in. “Daddy always said that we were Scotch, didn’t he?”

“That’s because his grandfather came into Dublin from Scotland.”

The forester wrapped up the debate. “So, Father, I’m afraid there’s no blood here for you. You’ll have to keep walking.”

After dinner Robert asked for stories of the Shannon. The forester said, “There’s an island up at the top of Lough Ree, near where Nana is from. The real name is Inchcleraun. But ‘tis known too as Quaker Island or Mad Island. Nana has a great tale about it, haven’t you, Nana?”

The grandmother obliged.

“Queen Maeve of Connacht”—as Nana told it—”like Bathsheba in the Bible, enjoyed bathing in the open air. But the great queen had powerful enemies— including the King of Ulster, from whom she, at the head of a band of her men, had rustled a favorite and famous brown bull, the Brown Bull of Cooley And when all was said and done and she was still laughing at her triumph, the king’s son killed her with a stone from his sling when she was sunning herself after a swim.”

To tell her story, the grandmother folded her hands in her lap and spoke more formally than in conversation. The twin girls, who had heard this tale many times, sat enthralled, as did Robert.

“Yes, he fitted a stone to his sling until it nestled there, neat and round and shiny. Seven times he swung the sling around his head until it made a great whizzing circle. And then he let go one end. The stone flew through the air for exactly one mile and hit Queen Maeve in the middle of the forehead and stuck there.

“She reached up to puzzle out what had hit her, and when she put her finger on the stone, she cursed all the stones there. The curse was that anybody who ever attempted to build anything of stone on that island would go mad. And then Queen Maeve died, and nobody ever built anything of stone on Inchcleraun. Irish people are very respectful of a curse.

“Many centuries later, a good and quiet monk came to this island”— the twin girls glanced at Robert—”to build his monastery. His name was Dermot. The island people told him not to touch the stones because they were cursed. They said that if they ever tried to build anything with stone, their animals foamed at the mouth and died. Even if they kicked a stone along the road, the dog got a cough.

“Dermot, being a good monk, knew how to fix a curse. So he turned north, he turned south, he turned west, and lastly he turned east, and he bowed his head to God and blessed every stone on the island. The curse abated, and he built his monastery. He died there after years of prayer and good works, and the pope made him a saint.”

The twin girls said, “Don’t forget Mr. Fairbrother! Don’t forget Mr. Fairbrother!” The grandmother moved smoothly on.

“Many centuries after Saint Dermot—about ninety years ago, in fact—a Quaker gentleman by the name of Mr. Fairbrother was out fishing one day on Lough Ree, and he landed on Inchcleraun. He loved it so much that he bought the whole island and decided to build a house there. It was ideal, he felt—and not only that, the place had plenty of stones from ruined old buildings. So he began to cart the stones to his own building site.

“But the stones came from Saint Dermot’s monastery, and when the first load of stones went onto the cart, Mr. Fairbrother’s horse went mad. He galloped off, swinging to the left, swinging to the right, and his mouth foamed, and his head rolled. Off he went, tearing in a circle around the island, and the stones went flying off his cart here there and everywhere.

“And everywhere that another animal saw Mr. Fairbrother’s horse, that animal went mad too. The ducks in the lake started turning head over heels and quacking like engines. The cattle in the fields started dancing the sailor’s hornpipe. And the mice in the chimney corner, they all started to swing and sway, and their mouths went foaming like mad things.

“Mr. Fairbrother, being a Quaker, soon understood that he had done wrong. So he stood on a pile of stones and declared in a loud voice that he would never again take a stone from Dermot’s monastery. And he never did. And when he went to take stones from anywhere else on the island, the horse was fine, so long as Mr. Fairbrother called out with each stone that was dug up, ‘Thank you for the stones, Saint Dermot!’ “

That night, Robert slept in a little room under the sloping roof. Before he blew out his candle, a mouse ran across the floor. He saw its little pink trumpet ears, and he did indeed look closely to see whether its mouth foamed.

At breakfast he thanked the forester’s family and promised to send the twins postcards from America. He sat on the forester’s cart, returned to the place where they had met the previous day, and there they parted like old friends.

“Where to now, Father?”

“I’ve been told there are Shannons in Roosky”

“There are, Father. But they’re in the graveyard.”

Robert went back to his pathway on the river and walked a fine, fast step.
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In the hours after Robert’s departure, Anthony Sevovicz grew intensely depressed. Doubt ripped at him; fear rattled the windows of his mind.

He had watched the ship clear the harbor and then begun to put himself first again; he persuaded himself that he had nowhere to go. The house, so empty now, would be reclaimed by Bishop Nilan. He would do it subtly, probably by moving in the new coadjutor, Bishop John G. Murray. Already he could hear Nilan’s voice, close to wheedling. “You don’t mind, Tony do you? After all, we don’t know when Father Shannon’ll be back, do we?”

That was another thing worth hating about the Archdiocese of Boston and the Diocese of Hartford— being called Tony by Bishop Nilan.

Sevovicz sat on the high stool of the quayside coffee joint and watched two things, the departing freighter and his own reflection in a mirror. Did he still look imposing? He told himself that he did, especially in his black coat and homburg. At his throat, the hint of purple gleamed brightly enough for the owner to say, “No charge, Bishop,” when Sevovicz offered to pay for the coffee.

Outside, he walked; his best thoughts came to him on walks. His main concern lay in the question, “What now?” By the end of his walk he had decided to go to the source of his coadjutorial appointment— the Vatican itself, in the shape of the Papal Nuncio to the United States. The pope’s own legate, another archbishop, Giovanni Bonzano, had a reputation for adroitness.

Justifiably so: Bonzano proved so adroit that he refused to see Sevovicz. He left him in the care of a monsignor who advised that any fresh duties for Archbishop Sevovicz would, of course, be up to His Eminence Cardinal O’Connell. In the meantime, Archbishop Sevovicz should go back to Hartford, where doubtless Bishop Nilan would welcome his help.

As, indeed, Bishop Nilan did— up to a point. Over the long weeks of May and June he began to demean Sevovicz in ways that the big archbishop couldn’t counter. A friend of Bishop Nilan’s was coming to stay. Would it be all right, Tony to give him the spare room, now that it was empty? And there were duties, of the most menial kind: baptisms at inconvenient times; hours and hours of confessions in accents that Sevovicz could rarely understand. His housekeeper disappeared— and later surfaced in the home of the new coadjutor, Bishop Murray. Life moved from irksome to unendurable.

By now, Sevovicz was getting a clear view of the next move: O’Connell will wear me down. Leave me in Hartford to languish. Some minor duties. Bishop Nilan will be whispering: “Supernumerary,” “Drain on diocesan funds,” “I need the house. “ Oh, yes.

His Eminence would then write a letter, send it in a sealed envelope to Sevovicz, and ask him to deliver it to Rome— by hand. And pay his travel fare, of course. The letter would say that, try as he did, the cardinal could find no work for Anthony Sevovicz— who had, he must note, done a splendid job of rehabilitating a young chaplain who had had some difficulties in the recent European war.

As the weeks dragged on, Sevovicz grew not only in frustration but unease. He began to take the Irish Project apart and put it together again to see whether he could build a different picture. One piece kept glowing red— the cardinal’s eagerness for Robert to travel. I didn’t look at that closely enough, Sevovicz told himself.

In the days and weeks after Robert’s departure he had certainly felt uneasy, but he’d put it down to discomfort at the thought of Robert traveling alone. Hartford and its bishop gave him no help. The pastoral duties bored him, and Nilan had now become so circumspect that he seemed to parse every “Good morning” that Sevovicz spoke.

Soon he had moved into complete unease. Something had gone amiss. He didn’t know how he knew, and, with his behavioral record, he had no right to trust his judgment. This instinct, however, came from a different locus.

In this frame of mind Sevovicz had gone off to Chesapeake Bay on his walking holiday, had conveyed this thinking to his wise friend, and had heard of the possibility of homosexual scandal.

“Think as O’Connell might think,” the friend advised him. “What would he do if the positions were reversed?”

Sevovicz’s first inner response was typical: Why didn’t I think of that?

By early July, when he came back, he had reached a solution; he would arm himself with as much information as he could find out about the Boston Archdiocese— with special reference to recent behavioral history and ongoing conduct.

The city of Boston has always respected its clergymen. In 1922 a priest in a collar received respectful greetings when he moved about the streets. If he wore a little sting of ecclesiastical purple he was noticed even more, especially if he stood well over six feet and possessed a large presence (and a large nose).

Old saying: You can take the boy out of the country but you can’t take the country out of the boy. Sevovicz had a farmer’s habit of testing the ground beneath his feet. When word of a troubled parish reached him in Poland, he had gone there unannounced in mild disguise and walked the land, the streets, the villages. On the day he arrived in Rome, early and soiled from the trains and irked beyond words by his reduction in the Church, he walked the city and then the Vatican.

Now he went to Boston— just to walk. Everywhere he went, men doffed caps and women smiled. This is no good. They know I’m an archbishop.

So he returned the following week, early one morning, in a gabardine raincoat, cap, and workman’s clothes. He moved unnoticed; he slipped in and out of stores and diners; he roamed.

On his previous ramble he took in the fact that the Irish had given Boston a strong pub culture, and this time he sampled it. He deliberately chose a place not far from the cardinal’s residence. And he struck it lucky. He got a spike into the seam that he was mining.

To some degree, Sevovicz had the mentality of a criminal. He believed in shortcuts to power and riches. He believed in extreme measures to remove obstacles. He believed in status and its demonstration. So in the period that he had already spent in the Archdiocese of Boston, he had come to believe that he shared certain qualities of character with His Eminence. Trying to think like O’Connell, he hacked out a line of inquiry.

He had a head hard as a rock for drink, and he knew how to use it. In the pub, he was lucky enough to meet a Polish couple. Speaking in Polish made him their instant friend. Immune to eavesdroppers, they told him that they heard O’Connell was protected by a bunch of businessmen (which was true). The couple, ardent Catholics, spoke with outrage. Scandals in the cardinal’s household. Property deals. Lawyers and accountants using the Sunday collection money. And worse. Priests who were married. And yet more, things of which they couldn’t speak.

The Polish husband said, “Those two men must feel lucky to stay alive.”

“What?” Sevovicz asked.

The wife amplified. Some of the cardinal’s friends— they’d heard this from a good source— were known to have wanted to get rid of the two scandalous priests. “They’d have accidents, of course. The cardinal would never know.”

But they couldn’t do it— because one of the men was the cardinal’s nephew.

“But this is like the Medicis!”

To which the Polish husband said, “They’re Irish. What do you expect?”

When Sevovicz asked in pretended outrage, “But who are these men?” the couple shrugged and said, “Businessmen. They advise the archbishop. They raise money for him. They keep his accounts.”

The path to Roosky meandered. Now the river acquired a friend, a canal that disappeared quietly to the east. Ivied buildings suggested a strong commercial history.

By a lock a man painting a pillar explained that this was the Royal Canal. It had opened a hundred and five years ago and went straight to Dublin, so you could “get on a boat here and find yourself landing up in Brazil.” To Robert’s inquiry about the journey ahead, he replied, “You can’t miss Roosky unless you fall into the river.”

Past Lough Forbes, his journey almost slowed down because of the varied birds that caught his attention. They seemed— as before— to have little fear, waiting until the last moment before flying out of his path. Here and there, benches had been placed on the pathway.

On the road that ran parallel to the path stood two people, a woman and her small son.

“I’d say ‘twill be on in a minute,” said the woman— uninvited— to Robert. “And ‘twas on time last week.”

He guessed, and indeed a bus did arrive, cream with a green stripe along the side, bicycles and boxes higgledy-piggledy on the roof. It stopped for the woman and her boy and Robert climbed aboard too. No more than six people sat in the seats, and a conductor with a metal ticketing apparatus hanging on a strap around his neck stood talking to a couple at the rear. Before Robert could ask whether it had a destination of any value to him, the bus took off with a lurch.

Never reaching more than thirty miles an hour, it swayed alarmingly and belched smoke. He extracted money from his rucksack and sat with it in his hand, ready to pay his fare; nobody asked him for it. The conductor went on talking to his friends. Two of the passengers nearest him fell asleep; a hen clucked somewhere under a seat.

Several miles into the journey— Robert could still see the river— the bus halted abruptly and sagged to one side. The driver climbed down and went to look; the conductor opened a window.

“We’ve a broken spring,” said the driver.

“Have we?” said the conductor.

“We have,” said the driver.

For two hours they sat there. The conductor came by.

“How ya doin’ here?”

“What happens now?” asked Robert.

“Ah, we’re waiting till somebody passes that’ll go back and tell the garage.”

“Will that be long?” “Where are you headin’ for yourself?” Robert, hungry said, “Drum-something.”

“Well, if it was me,” said the conductor, “I’d walk, but I’ve only the one good leg, like.”

He showed Robert an immense left boot.
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The Shannon can be exceptionally beautiful in its narrow northern reaches. Robert left the bus, found the path close by, and set out again. He saw few houses— and he didn’t resist dawdling. More than once he walked to the river’s edge, crouched, and let his hand trail in the water.

Other than the water and the trees on both banks, he saw little of note: a green boat moored on the far side; a large bird that might have been a goose; a number of blue-black waterfowl who seemed terribly official; an aristocratic swan. After an hour of meandering, he again picked up stride and settled into his usual good pace. Not another human being did he see; a horse in a field raised its head, but he saw nothing and nobody else.

The sun came out now and then, and after a steady two hours of walking he saw, to his right, in the near hinterland, some houses. Across the fields he heard music; So early in the day?

He left the path, walked across a field toward the houses, and found a lane. From an open door came the bright sound. When he looked in, he wasn’t surprised to see the musicians from the circus, sitting in somebody’s kitchen, playing merrily away. Enda waved and beckoned. On a table sat great plates of sandwiches and mugs of tea in a kitchen full of people. The archbishop will ask, “Is that all they do all day? Do they work? Do they have jobs?”

Sincere and ardent, the husband and wife of the house welcomed Robert. Whiskey was poured; Robert pushed his glass discreetly toward Jarlath, who obliged. Food came in mountains: sandwiches thicker than Bibles, slabs of dark, almost black, raisined fruitcake, huge mugs of tea.

“You could use that to practice your diving in,” said PaulTom.

Robert sat there for hours. The musicians played without a break. Others arrived, with pipes, a fiddle, tin whistles, and a skin drum.

“That’s a bowrawn?” he said to its owner.

“Good man yourself,” said the drummer.

For hours on end, merry or slow, vivacious melodies filled the air and made the world better. The music thrilled Robert— thrilled him in a way that ran through his nerves like tiny bolts of lightning. He stared at the musicians’ hands— the fingering so fast he could almost not follow it. He stared at their faces— the closed eyes, the little half smiles of bliss. He stared at the instruments— the shiny buttons of the concertina, the dull color on the drum’s parchment where it got struck oftenest, the proud strings of the fiddle, stout and taut against the flashing bow.

Most of all he felt the music in his ears, he felt the notes bouncing into his brain. Note followed note. The tunes were like chains of laughter, and his thoughts began to tumble like acrobats. Colors filled his mind, and a lightness came to him, a lightness of mood that he now knew had been absent for some time. He wanted to dance.

At four o’clock in the afternoon, Robert reluctantly left the music house. Nobody wanted him to go; they begged him to stay. Men in the kitchen stood up and shook his hand. Women folded banknotes into their handshakes—”Pray for us, Father, won’t you?”—and the three musicians, Enda, Jarlath, and PaulTom with their happy faces, said, “Keep in by the wall, Father,” and went on playing.

In no more than an hour, Robert arrived at the destination addressed in his letter. Easy to find in tiny Drumsna— Miss Dillon in Lanesborough had said that her brother lived “in the best house in town.”

A small man in the formal garb of a city priest— black suit, full stock, and high stiff round collar— answered the door knocker. Robert handed him the letter from his sister. Father Dillon read it on the doorstep and said, “Who are you?” He had a voice high as a boy’s.

Robert reached into his rucksack and took out the Sevovicz letter. The priest read this letter too and said, in some doubt, “I suppose you’d better come in.”

He showed Robert into a surprisingly elaborate drawing room and said, “Wait here.” After a few minutes he came back, sat down opposite Robert, and said, “Now, what can I do for you?”

Robert said, “I’m traveling through Ireland in search of the Shannon family.”

“But why have you come to my door?”

“Your sister. Her letter.”

“Is that the only reason?” His suspicion could be calculated by weight.

“Yes.”

“Tell me who this Sevovicz is. I never heard of him.”

Robert explained— not that he knew much— the archbishop’s coadjutor position with Bishop Nilan in Hartford, Connecticut.

“So he was sent there by the Vatican?”

“Yes, Father.”

The well-dressed priest said, “I see. So—were you sent here by the Vatican?”

“What?”

“There are some very bad people in the Vatican.”

Robert began to rise from his chair. The priest said, “Where are you going?”

“Father, I am not a Vatican spy.”

The little man shot out of his chair and grasped Robert’s arm. “Please don’t go.” And in a massive blurt he added, “I want you to hear my confession.”

Robert looked down at him. “Father, I’m not here as a priest. I do not even have faculties, permissions, for my priestly duties. And I’m certainly not here on behalf of the Vatican or anyone else.”

How Dr. Greenberg would have cheered! “When he argues with you, tell me,” he said one day to Sevovicz. “That’s an early sign of recovery: when a patient resists a criticism, or himself criticizes, or raises a challenge.”

A wave of tiredness swept over Robert. He returned to his chair, sat down, and closed his eyes. Within minutes he had fallen into one of his deep sleeps. The little priest sat watching him. After some time he tiptoed from the room and returned with a green plaid rug. He draped it gently over Robert’s body, tucked it under his chin, drew down the blinds, and went out.

An hour later, Robert awoke in darkness. For several moments, the memory of where he was and how he had got there didn’t come back. And then he recalled music and sat up. He registered the room, took in the rug, and began to come back to the world.

Through the ajar door he saw a glimmer of light and rose to follow it. It took him to a dining room, where Father Dillon and another priest sat in silence, eating and reading. A third place had been prepared at the table.

The dapper little man stood up and said, “This is Father Madden; he shares the house with me. I’m the senior curate and he’s the junior curate.”

Father Madden had eyes like a bloodhound, which gave him the loneliest expression in the world. He shook hands without looking at Robert, or standing up, and pointed to the place ready for their guest.

Feeling oddly at home in this replication of parish atmosphere, Robert sat down. Father Dillon served him food: a wide pork chop an inch thick, with a yellow vegetable that Robert had never tasted before, and ten small potatoes.

“D’you drink a glass of wine at all?” said the little priest.

“No, it’ll be lemonade,” said the lonely priest.

“A good guess,” said Robert.

“I was telling Father Madden about your ancestors.”

“I’m afraid to tell you, Father,” said the lonely priest, “that the only Shannon I ever knew was the one I swim in. I suppose everybody makes that joke to you.”

Father Dillon said, in his boy’s voice, “While you were resting, I looked at some of the parish records. We had a very careful parish priest here— he died about eight years ago— and he kept everything in alphabetical order. There was never a Shannon born here, and never a Shannon buried here.”

“Do you know what the name Drumsna means, Father?” said the lonely priest. “It means a humpy place where people go swimming.”

They chatted easily throughout dinner, and Robert asked how far he had come toward the source of the Shannon.

“They call it the Pot,” said the dapper one. “The Shannon Pot.”

“You want the town of Swanlinbar,” said the lonely priest. “No, you don’t. Go over the mountain. Go up through Ballinamore.” He looked at Father Dillon, made up his mind about something, and said to Robert, “Look. I’ll take you there myself.”

Dinner finished slowly; the priests shared a bottle of wine and then took a cognac each. Robert drank what they called lemonade, a sweet, fizzy red drink that burbled in his nose. Father Madden excused himself, saying, “We’ll leave early in the morning, ‘tis a long enough drive.”

When Father Madden had left the room, the little priest drew his chair closer to Robert.

“Tell me now, do you know Cardinal O’Connell at all?”

Robert said, “He ordained me.”

“Now he’s a man I’d like to meet. A misunderstood man, by all accounts.”

Robert flinched. Father Dillon put out a hand, then drew it back. His face became suddenly painful.

“I— I wish you could hear my confession.”

For an endless moment they sat and looked at each other. Finally Robert touched the little priest’s arm.

“Father, nothing is easy.”

“But America is a big place; this place is as small as a pocket. And ‘tis a pocket full of nails.”
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His Eminence took a famous vacation every summer. Each priest and prelate under his command knew when he was away; The Boston Globe published it, part of the image making. Sevovicz took advantage of Cardinal O’Connell’s absence and dropped by the residence (which also housed the church offices). He pretended that he wanted to pay his respects to His Eminence and seek his advice while passing through.

While there he engaged in conversation with the priests in the chancery where the money was reckoned. Sevovicz called down great praise upon them for the “financials”—as he saw them— of the archdiocese. They barely knew him, but they had heard about “some weird Polish coadjutor down in Hartford.”

He charmed them; he discussed episcopal finances knowledgeably— as indeed he might, given his experience— and they felt complimented by his observations; this man understood, he perceived. Easily he brought the conversation around to the names of laymen who supported the archdiocese and how they helped His Eminence.

Sevovicz took them into his confidence with a confidential worry regarding Bishop Nilan’s generosity. Hartford needed an objective eye.

Now that Providence, Rhode Island, influenced Hartford less than it used to, perhaps their contacts knew somebody helpful. They pointed him in the direction of the accountant and gave him a letter of introduction.

Next morning, Robert and Father Madden climbed into a beautifully painted and polished pony trap with gleaming harness. A basket of food sat at their feet, along with Robert’s rucksack.

“If you want to follow on your map, Robert, we’re going away from the Shannon to get to the Shannon Pot. We’ll go on better roads, up toward Leitrim, cut across to Ballinamore, and come back through Swanlinbar. We might stay the night in Drumshanbo, I’ve a house there.”

When they had traveled for about five minutes, Robert asked, “How long have you known Father Dillon?”

The priest scarcely allowed him to finish. “Robert, Ireland is a very small country.” Saying which, he closed his mouth in a line and looked straight ahead.

They veered onto another road, heading northeast, a small narrow road with stunted trees bent in from the west. Although they had left the river behind, the land began to fill with water; lakes shone everywhere, some bright, some gunmetal in color, some dark as a frightened eye. They turned west again, down a steep slope, and then up a steep incline on a road barely wide enough for their little carriage. On a high rise, Father Madden reined in. Out under a remote sky, they overlooked many of the small lakes, with not a house in sight.

“We might as well have a nice view if we’re going to eat. We’re in Keshcarrigan. If you were a crow you’d fly straight up there”—the priest pointed north—”and you’d land in the Shannon Pot.”

The skies darkened from the west as they ate. Rain swept in, heavy deep rain, lashing the horse, filling the trap with water. They moved from their pleasant view and pulled in under a tree, where they sat and watched as the rain grew ever heavier. Morose and silent, the lonely Father Madden gazed into an unseeable distance. The temperature dropped. A troubling smell floated across the fields, and Robert sniffed.

“You’re smelling sulfur. This land is full of brimstone. There’s places here could be the door into Hell.”

In an hour the rain had merely increased, so they sat yet another hour. Finally the priest said, “I can’t take you there today. We’ll go to Drumshanbo.”

Robert, simply to relish the word, murmured, “Drum … shan … bo.”

“Drum, the back; shan, old; bo, a cow.”

“The back of the old cow?”

“That’s her,” said the priest; he had a perfect wart like a tiny drum at the corner of his mouth.

The rain soaked them to the skin. As the horse galloped along, pulling the light trap easily and well, the rain intensified, falling in sheets heavy as blood. Robert had no hat, and he fancied that he felt streams flow down his head and his body into his shoes. Father Madden’s hat became sodden; water flowed from its brim onto his knees, so he took it off.

An hour or more later, down among houses again, they swung through a gate and into the dry warmth of an open-doored barn. “I live here,” said the priest, and never spoke again. He led Robert indoors and upstairs, indicated an empty room.

Robert set down his rucksack. He found towels; he would have welcomed a bath, but the house had neither running water nor electricity. When he had changed he went to his door and called, but nobody answered. Down in the hallway, he called again and got no answer. He walked from room to room, upstairs and down and found nobody. Downstairs, in the kitchen, he searched for food and found cold chicken in a pot. He helped himself and drank some water.

The pictures on the walls, the letters on the hall table, the appointments of the house— everything told him he had come to a parish house. For curates, obviously; a parish priest’s house would surely have been more opulent. No American priest would live like this. And I still have the smell of sulfur in my nose.

Sevovicz had an agreeable lunch with the accountant and one of the other prominent laymen. They shared a long conversation regarding diocesan finances—the management thereof—and funds—the raising thereof. Sevovicz charmed them with anecdotes: of his antics in Elk, of the Vatican finances, and of the astounding money management perpetrated by Italian banks on behalf of the pope.

As the cigars sent their incense of power to the elaborate ceiling, he complimented “all associated with His Eminence” for the astute management of the “difficulties.” Into this he pitched not the name but the identity of Robert Shannon. He said he had personal oversight of an unfortunate young man whom he’d had to dispatch abroad to dim the calumnies that the young priest had been airing. Now of course he had the worry of what would happen when the fellow came back.

Like a pair of lizards the laymen smiled at each other. Cognac also whispered. Lizard Number Two blew on his cigar to redden the tip and said to Lizard Number One, “Tell him?” And Lizard Number One, the accountant, said, “Don’t worry, Your Grace, we’ve taken care of it. Well, more accurately, we’re taking care of it. In fact your worries might be over by now.”

Sevovicz felt a cold fever clamp his legs and arms. I was right! I was right to feel unease! My judgment is excellent!

But he never stopped to consider how reckless he had been in sending Robert off alone. A less self-centered man might have gone to Ireland with the first tremor of black concern. But Sevovicz had considered— perhaps too strongly— Dr. Greenberg’s advice not to go with Robert; the remark came back to him now: “might as well walk the coast of Massachusetts.”

He looked at Lizard One and Lizard Two and said, “Does His Eminence know the depth of your service? He must appreciate you so much. I would.”

In their eagerness they spoke in unison: “Oh, no.”

Lizard Two said, “You understand, don’t you? The necessary delicacy, Your Grace. His Eminence must never know.”

And the accountant said, “He must feel nothing but relief.”

The rain poured down on Drumshanbo all night and all the next morning. Robert would have thanked his host for the hospitality, but he had vanished. Evidently he had gone right after he showed Robert to a room. From the open doorway he looked out again and again; Nobody could travel in this weather.

In the hallway, he saw his own face in the mirror of the hatstand. The beard had developed, and he had enough awareness by now to register some amusement at himself. He peered closer and smiled at his image with an ease he had not known for a long time.

And yet—and yet! He began to register a disturbance, a stirring— not a warning, more a feeling. Something’s bothering me. What is it?

It had sufficient energy to send a zing! into his brain— and his heart. Fighting confusion, he stepped away from the mirror. He opened the front door again, to look at the sheets of water coming straight down. Something’s tugging at me, something good. What is it? I need to— I must— go back down the country. Why?

Just after eleven o’clock the rain stopped suddenly, as it does in Ireland, and sunlight began to emerge. The soaked land gasped with relief. Robert supposed that floods had spread into the fields, and he wanted to see them. Rucksack on his back, he closed the door of the house behind him and walked south from the town. The impulse came back again, this time with a power as warm as the sun: Did I dream something during the night? What did I dream? I did dream something. What was it?

Floods had indeed spread far and wide. On the roadside stood a man and a woman, gauging the stream, watching its vigorous flow. He had seen many people do that all along the Shannon: looking into the water, feeling the river’s power. Suddenly, seeing the river again, Robert knew what he wanted to do, where he wanted to go. He caught his breath. Right! Right! That is right!

He approached the couple on the riverbank.

“Hi.”

They turned and spoke as though they had always known him.

Said the woman, “Didja ever see a spate as big as that?”

Her husband said, “Didn’t we have twenty-four hours of rain?”

Robert said, “This is Drumshanbo?”

“As ever was,” said the man. “Where are you looking for?”

“How would I get to Lanesborough from here?” He felt so excited he almost couldn’t speak the words.

“Oh, straight down the river,” said the husband.

“No, he means should he walk?” said the wife, who had a witch’s chin.

The roads of Ireland in 1922 (and sometimes today) could best be described as well-intentioned, a state of mind. Although sincerely optimistic in terms of creating routes, the concept of moving with ease and comfort from point of origin to destination had always required spirit.

Geography dictates. The saucer that is Ireland— a high perimeter of mountains surrounding wide plains— decided long ago where people would live. Unsurprisingly, the building of roads proved more successful in the generally level heartlands.

Well, up to a point. As in the rest of the world, most Irish roads began as pathways formed by animals. Then came the hunters, and the generations of their descendants, and the farmers and the dwellers and the travelers. In small countries, these routes stayed particularly narrow, because no owner of precious land wished to sacrifice any fraction of a sacred acre.

As with the world in general, modes of transport forced the Irish roads to widen, as did military conquest. Dublin, for example, had one of Europe’s earliest planning authorities. The eighteenth-century Wide Streets Commission designed urban passageways broad enough for regiments to march, several men abreast; all restless natives need to see a show of force. By then, carriages and other rigs required more width than a rural donkey and cart.

But not everywhere— and in the general countryside the roads remained narrow. To this day a motorway in Ireland is slender by world standards; two lanes per direction has long been the upper-limit norm. For many years they never needed to be wider. The facility to travel through Ireland developed slowly. A Victorian railway system kept pace with— or some paces behind— the train in Britain; the automobile more or less likewise.

But not for decades did train or car give the average Irish rural dweller any swift transport. Not every town had a railway going through it, and cars remained prohibitively expensive for generations. A breakthrough, such as it was, came with the bicycle, which the country took to heart. It became a matter of the soul almost, with great feats of travel reported. National and local newspapers carried stories and photographs of cyclists who traveled vast distances in a day.

When Robert Shannon asked for advice on retracing his steps, on getting back down the river to Lanesborough, he took out his Letter of Introduction. The husband at the river read it aloud.

“Father, here, take my bicycle. ‘Tis the quickest way.”

Robert was astonished. “But you don’t know me!”

“Ah, Father!” the man answered. “Why would you steal a man’s bike?”

Robert insisted on giving the man money, “If only as a surety.” Then he grabbed the bicycle and climbed on. With not a notion of how many miles he had to ride— at least fifty, given the convolution of the route— he set off south by the river like a man chased by hounds.

On his way back to Hartford after lunch with the Lizards, Sevovicz saw a New York Times front page, where he read at gasping speed a dateline of 18 July:


The centre of fighting in the Irish Civil War is now at Limerick, the headquarters of the Insurgents, and arrangements are being pushed forward for an offensive which, it is hoped, will crush the rebel forces. The Irregulars are being rounded up north and west of Limerick as a preliminary to this operation. In the city itself, fighting has been going on for eight days.




Sevovicz’s anxious eyes flicked down the page:




… machine guns and grenades … battle was resumed … wing of the building burst into flames … sixteen killed, as many wounded…supplies have been cut off by the rebels and many citizens are faced with starvation.



He raged, with nobody to rage at but himself: What a fool I am! What have I done, sent Robert to his death? His suicide? Why did I allow myself to be talked into it? Why didn’t I check?

When he added to his mood the chill of the lunch with the Lizards, he left himself with no choice.

Anthony Isidore Sevovicz had never killed anybody. Could he, if pressed? Who knew? He had a foul temper, but not a rage— meaning that he mouthed off at people. He yelled if his caviar had gone rancid; yelled if the wine had corked; yelled if the béarnaise had a smidgen too much butter.

But, much as he might like to, he couldn’t kill for any of those things.

He couldn’t kill for revenge. Nor could he kill in cold blood or combat, meaning that he couldn’t kill in self-defense.

That, therefore, could be called his first disadvantage as, with enough discretion to tell nobody, he made hasty preparations to sail across the Atlantic. He rushed too fast. He brought no documentation on the Irish Project. He didn’t even know where in Ireland to begin looking for Robert, which could be called his second disadvantage.

As to his third disadvantage, Sevovicz knew he tended to get things wrong. Competent in many areas of life, he flustered easily, and this time he embarked upon his journey without bringing the names and addresses of the Irish bishops to whom he had written when setting up his Irish Project. He soon found himself on the high seas with only his instinct to drive him.

He needed it. The agitation of this appalling discovery in the company of the Lizards had driven all detail from his brain. He couldn’t even recall where in Ireland Robert was to have been put ashore. So he focused on Limerick, the place mentioned in The New York Times. He seemed to recall that it had some connection to Robert— but that was all.

From the bicycle, Robert saw a different Ireland. Away from the Shannon, on roads that didn’t wind beside the river, he still, to his comfort, glimpsed distant water from time to time. Now he also saw towns and villages.

Leitrim, Drumsna, Dromod— he raced through places that had been named in the early days of European languages. In the fields either side of him, moorhens and other marsh birds lived, on land of notorious poverty. “Snipe-grass country,” the locals still called it, meaning reeds and wet moors interspersed with coarse grass that feeds nothing but marsh birds.

In here, in this bowl of the early Shannon reaches, effective farming had long been a matter of luck or wrestling— reclaiming fields, earthing and draining them, winning them back from the dampness of centuries. Any good land had been taken from these people long ago.

But change was coming. Even though Robert couldn’t as yet see it from the saddle of his bicycle, it had begun. Those who dared to have any political sense already felt this change— they felt it as though transfused.

It had taken some time for the mood of independence to sink in. Hard on its heels came the worry as to how the new nation would survive. International allies would help, notably the United States, where many generations of Irish-Americans, including those of Irish birth, thrilled to the creation of the new Irish state. Most people believed that time would unite the entire country.

That summer of 1922, the young were already putting their shoulders to the national wheel to get it to turn. They talked among themselves— in some cases they were shamelessly emotional— about the opportunities. How they reveled in the chance to take this ancient and glorious heritage and make it more wonderful than ever!

Robert, naturally, saw none of this. Even if he had he wouldn’t have stopped, because his journey had the energy of all frantic people— although in truth he didn’t know whether he was excited or fearful. When he joined the Shannon again at Roosky his spirits lifted at the sight of his river so close. And when, farther down, he reached Lanes-borough, he wanted to sing. Oh, I’m right! I’m right.

Although he raced— as did his heart— an element of control had entered his life. Not wholly sound yet, it no more than boded well. Fragility still controlled him, but a great chunk of the most important faculty had returned: memory. And memory drove his journey, memory that reached him in a jumbled and not unfrazzled way, memory of childhood and memory of loving care.

If another rider had been a few yards behind him, observing, studying, he would have been watching the straight back and pumping legs of a determined man, a man with a purpose. Robert kept going without noticing exhaustion or lack of food; he pressed on and on, thinking only of the journey’s end.

And the journey did end. He found his destination with no hesitation— went to it again like an arrow. A dog came out to meet him, a Labrador, wagging a tail so hard it seemed about to fall off. Robert stood there, just inside the gate, with his heart pounding. He walked forward and rang the brass doorbell. The bicycle lay where he had thrown it down, on the gravel path behind him.

He looked like nobody’s ideal visitor. All his clothes, though thoroughly dry, bore the mighty wrinkles of yesterday’s rain. He hadn’t trimmed his beard. His shoes needed to be replaced; one upper had begun to float up from the sole like a cartoon tramp’s boot. Only his rucksack suggested any token care; he had somehow managed to groom it and keep it neatly packed all through his journey so far.

And there he stood, tall still, thin still, notable still— but scarcely recognizable either as the elegant young priest on the altar in Farmington, Connecticut, or as the dashing, inspiring chaplain with the U.S. Marines in France. Did he have an air of distinction? Evidently he did— because the person who now bustled into the hallway and swung open the yellow door recognized him in a second.

“Captain Shannon!”
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They didn’t touch; they didn’t even shake hands. He stood by the door, steadying himself. She ushered him in ahead of her. Down the same passageway he went again with its mysterious doors. Into the circular lobby he stepped, with its dim disappearing corridors, and walked once more through that enchanted final doorway into the room with the red-brick herringbone floor.

Now he steadied himself by holding on to the back of the chair at the head of the table, the man’s chair. She walked behind him and moved the chair so that he would sit down. At which point she walked across the kitchen and stood with her back to the fire, folding her arms across her bosom as though cold. It was almost nine o’clock in the evening, and darkness had begun to fall.

What do people say to each other in such charged reunions? How does the human spirit reach across such a divide and establish a working norm?

At last she managed to speak. “How are you, Captain?” But she said it in a way that didn’t call for an essential or urgent answer. Her words didn’t hurry him, didn’t hustle him— just a soft slow, “How are you, Captain?” and then she waited.

If he hadn’t answered that night, or the next day, or the next, she’d have continued to wait until he was ready.

He nodded his head, slowly, like an old man.

“I’m— better. I think.”

Hearing his words, and taking them as a reference to the world she had known with him, she did what she always did in any new challenge: She took practical control.

“Here. Give me your jacket.” She stood him up again, began to ease open the rucksack’s straps, and then unbuttoned the jacket. Up to now on his journey Robert had fought off anybody who’d gone close to that rucksack, as though his whole life dwelt in there.

“That shirt is too thin, Captain,” she said. “Wait.”

She walked to a closet, took out a large woolen cardigan, and helped him into it. “This used to be my father’s. He was about your build.” Clearing a pathway across the floor, she said, “Come over here by the fire,” and led him to one of the two large settles. “When did you eat?”

He sat down and looked at her, shrugged his shoulders, spread his hands, and smiled as he had not yet smiled on this journey, as he had not smiled since before he’d lost his soul at Belleau Wood. Then he closed his eyes. Nurse Elizabeth Kennedy, not often flustered, sat down with a bump.

In a moment she stood again, turned to a closet, pulled forth a white tablecloth, and began to set the table. At first she set it for one person, and then repeated everything. Thereafter, food and materials appeared.

A kettle was filled with water and hung over the fire to boil. Candles in brass candlesticks were lit and twinkled above the white tablecloth. Within minutes a full meal was ready: cold meats and cheese, a fresh comb of honey on a blue-rimmed plate, a hunk of soda bread that had been baked that afternoon, two jars of her own chutney— a feast.

All of this she achieved with swiftness and quiet, because she had looked across and seen that Captain Shannon had fallen asleep by the fire.

She walked quietly to the large settle opposite him and sat down, intending to wait for as long as it took, but he awoke almost immediately, so she gestured to the table. Before they sat, she led him to the rear hallway and into a small bathroom, where she tipped cold water from a pitcher into a basin. She stood by with a towel, and when he was ready she patted his face and dried his hands, finger by finger.

As yet he had spoken only those few words: “I’m—better. I think.”

At her direction, Robert sat in the chair that had been her father’s. She made a pot of tea and settled down at his right hand. He took possession of his place by moving cup, plate, and cutlery just a little. She served him food from the platters of meat and bread. They began to eat. Although she had dined earlier, she ate a second meal. Seen from a distance and high above, they looked like two people for whom this had long been a nightly circumstance.

Since boyhood, eating had always improved Robert Shannon’s mood— unlike his mother, who always became slightly melancholy after a meal. Now, tonight, in the warm kitchen of the Irish nurse, he might have been a beast that had returned to its cave, its fire, and its food. When he finished, he smiled and sat back carefully.

“You asked how I am,” he said. “I believe I’m improving.”

She said, “The beard?”

He said, “I’ve been hiking.”

She said, “When did you come to Ireland?”

“I’m not sure.”

“Is this about your family name?”

He said, “Yes. How did you know?”

“You told me. In France.”

The reminder moved him to silence. He looked into the distance, at nothing. Again, she never hustled him, never pushed, just waited.

“They’ve been trying to make me better.”

She said, “How is it working?”

“I think I can get better. There are times when— when it’s bad.”

“I can see that your appetite is all right. Do you sleep well?”

“I sleep often. Very often. I’m sleepy much of the time.”

“But you can’t sleep while you’re hiking— and you chose to hike. So you intend to get better.”

He nodded, looking at her now, seeing her.

She said, “If you intend to get better, you’ll recover everything—” She paused, interrupted by the knowledge she had acquired in the meantime about the great number of shell-shock victims who had taken their own lives.

“Will you help me?”

She said, “Of course I’ll help you, Captain.”

“Robert.”

“All right. Robert. Not Captain. Father, maybe?”

He shook his head.

She said, “You’ll want to sleep again.”

Taking a candlestick, she led him through the house, showing him every room. Next to the kitchen she opened the door to her pantry— a long narrow room with jars of jams and jellies, tall buckets of preserved eggs, a brace of pheasants yet to be plucked, several deep boxes of hay to store apples, half a dozen cubes of honey.

Homemade brooms stood against the wall; an assortment of aprons and overalls hung from wooden pegs. This room had served many generations.

After these comforting sights, she showed Robert a drawing room with deeply stuffed armchairs and lace antimacassars, a piano, red flock wallpaper, and oval portraits. Tall flurries of dried grasses stood in high vases.

The dining room’s long austere table had not been used since her father’s funeral. Likewise the breakfast room, where a round table, capable of no more than two people, sat behind shutters that opened out onto a garden terrace. Next to the little bathroom she opened a door, and across a stretch of garden stood the small outhouse.

Upstairs, she showed him a large bathroom and explained that she brought up hot water in kettles for a bath. The other five doors led to bedrooms— including the room where he was to sleep. He did not yet know that she led him to the largest bedroom in the house. Anybody sitting on its bow window seat looked out on the garden and onto the river at the bottom of the slope.

She took care to show him the door to her room, said, “If you need anything during the night,” and pointed to a small bell on a table on the landing. “Once a nurse”— she smiled—”always a nurse.”

Within minutes Robert Shannon had climbed into bed; soon he would fall into a deep and long sleep. Not so Ellie Kennedy, who lay awake for most of the night.

During her second voyage of July 1922, RMS Celtic enjoyed the calmest seas of the year so far, which was just as well— she had sailed close to full.

On most of these great liners, the first-class passengers took care when dressing for each meal. Every day before lunch, the baskers and saunterers quit the decks to dress in their cabins. One particular noontide, a day and a half out of New York, with the sun at its highest point in the sky, only two people remained out of doors. In a little pocket of her aft sun-deck, a young man looked down at the ship’s extravagant wake. With some effort he had contrived to remain alone since New York. People did observe him, though— he had distinction.

More than six feet tall, he was thirty years old and handsome as a lord. In baggy cream linen trousers, he wore today an exquisite cream shirt with a green-and-mauve ascot under the striped blazer of a rich sportsman. Beneath his gaze, the ocean’s foam boiled from the two biggest propeller screws in the world.

On the opposite side of the deck, another young man, not at all a dandy, saw his chance and sauntered over.

“Great ship, old man, right?”

The big dandy glanced around at this approach and looked the newcomer up and down. Then he went back to viewing the ship’s wake. But the second young man pressed forward.

“I’ve been watching you. Since we left home. I think I know about you.” He moved in until they stood close together at the side rail. “I’m traveling alone too. And I also have my reasons.”

The big man looked harder at him, then surveyed the deck behind them. Seeing it deserted, he whipped up his elbow. A bone cracked in the jaw of the second young man and dazed him. The big dandy grabbed collar and belt and heaved the second young man over the rail; the body fell like a large doll down the high steep side of the superstructure. Some minutes later, red flecks appeared in the ship’s magnificent wake.

It was 18 July, the day Robert Shannon knocked for the second time on Nurse Kennedy’s yellow door.

In her life since the war, in the almost four years since she’d come back to Ireland, Elizabeth Josephine Kennedy had often asked herself, Why didn’t I write to his parents? Why? But how do you tell devoted parents of such distress in their only child? He’s probably the light of their lives.

Nevertheless she accused herself of cowardice. Later she called her own actions compassionate. Later still, she justified herself further— and more accurately—by thinking, This war’s giving me my own troubles.

If, in February 1917, you had been in the town of Amiens, seventy or so miles north of Paris, around ten o’clock one morning, you might have seen Nurse Kennedy. She was the crisp young woman in a new coat, gloves, and a hat with a veil, who walked determinedly along the boulevard Carnot to the train station.

When a train arrived, a young man stepped from it. He and Nurse Kennedy embraced and walked across the railway line. Such scenes have been played ever since on millions of flickering screens; in that war this tragic cliché was born.

The man, straw-haired and tanned, in Australian uniform, looked so striking, so handsome, that even the men of Amiens stared at him in the bright cold morning. When the couple entered the cathedral, she steered him to a side aisle, then down past scores of dim pews to a door on which she knocked. They entered a small vestry room, where a detailed conversation in French took place between “Mees Kenn-e-dee” and a warmhearted priest who had a face as flat and shiny as a platter.

The priest soothed her. He told her that everything was—Oui! Oui!—in order, shook hands warmly with the uniformed young man, and said passionate words to him, which Ellie translated. “He says, Thank you, thank you from his heart, for all you are doing for his beloved beautiful France. And he says that our papers are perfect and he expects his mother and his housekeeper at any moment to witness.”

Within moments the door opened again, and two women came in, both matronly, both wearing hats. The priest introduced them; as the young Australian said later, it was difficult to say which was the housekeeper and which the mother. Both ladies dropped a slight curtsy of awe to the big blond officer.

His name was Michael Joyce, of the Australian 48th Regiment. Months earlier, in Washington, D.C., he saw this Irish nurse write her name in a visitor’s book as they entered a party in the Military General Hospital.

“E-L-L-I-E,” he spelled. “Rhymes with belly.”

She looked at his name. “Well. Michael … Joyce. Are you a boy or a girl?”

Love latches on to such silly banter. She arranged all the marriage papers and even found an Irish friend who knew the bishop of Amiens— which is why she chose the cathedral, to be near the source of power in case anything went wrong.

A little procession formed, led by the priest in his white surplice, long black cassock, and purple stole. One matron took Ellie’s arm, the other took Michael’s, and they walked slowly from the vestry room to the high altar. All through the ceremony, tears flowed in sheets of shining water down the faces of the two witnesses.

At the end, the priest congratulated the couple— congratulated everyone— and led them down the long nave to the front door, walking on the brilliant lines of the labyrinth’s black floor graphics. He led them as he might have led a king and queen.

Nobody else saw them, and outside the cathedral, France’s tallest church, only the sun greeted them. Everybody shook hands, the matrons insisted— insisted— on kissing the young Australian, and everybody kissed Ellie on both cheeks. Priest and matrons stood and watched as the young couple walked away arm in arm down the street.

On the rue Lamartine they sat in a café. Neither spoke for a moment.

“How do you feel?” she asked.

He shook his head and shook his head again, in wonder and in wonder again. Yet he ate breakfast, a huge meal; she took coffee, nothing else. A question hung over them: Was it too early in the day? She had stayed in a carefully chosen hotel the previous night, on the porte d’Amont, overlooking the parc de Beauville; he had been billeted with the Australians at Crécy and had two days of leave. He ate on and on; she never took her eyes off him.

Breakfast over, they walked to the park and strolled all around it, stopping now and then along the lakeside. They rarely spoke. She began to weep and could say nothing, but she pulled back her shoulders, squared up, and guided them to the hotel. They went upstairs to their room and clung to each other for several minutes of powerful silence.

That afternoon, they were supposed to attend the Hôtel de Ville for the mandatory civil ceremony, but they never showed up. For two whole days they stayed in bed, skin to skin, each a teacher, each a student, each increasingly passionate, sometimes almost savage. Emotion upon emotion overcame them, from the highest courage, when they spoke with hope, plans, and daring, to the deepest fears, which they never expressed— they and thousands like them.

As they parted on the final morning, they could scarcely breathe or look at each other for sheer pain. He returned to Crécy and she went to Laon, where she picked up an army transport to Paris and then a train to Le Havre, where she joined a ship to New York— on leave.

Ellie Kennedy, the determined fiancée, the pretty and sweet and adoring bride, never heard from her new husband again. Michael Joyce, as handsome as sunshine, bled to death on the snow during an ordinary Wednesday morning, 11 April 1917, at Bullecourt, near the Belgian border, when the Australians became the meat in a German sandwich.

And so was the knot tied on their particular small legend: a story of wartime love, a two-night honeymoon, a two-month marriage, and violent death. How many thousand times did such a story occur in that shattered Europe? And, although it wasn’t supposed to, it would happen all over again in the next generation.

A year later, the young widow, already enlisted as a U.S. Army nurse under her maiden name of Kennedy, went back to France, this time with the marines— to Château-Thierry a few miles from the village named Bouresches and the battlefield named Belleau Wood. Her mother in Ireland said to her father, “I hope she’s not trying to die too.”

But she had too much life force for that, and life force became the reason that she connected with the chaplain, Captain Shannon: The energy he had, the pace, the warmth! Long experience among senior officers, coupled with the respect for the priesthood inherent in her Irish Catholic background, enabled her to strike a perfect balance with this vivid man.

When the war ended and all the patients, including Captain Shannon, went home, she resigned her place as an army nurse and returned to Ireland. Her mother died in late 1919 of cancer, and her father, a retired doctor, expired in the summer of 1920 of a broken heart; Ellie was an only child. She had some money, and now she owned the family home; she soon landed on her feet in a senior nursing post at a local hospital. They called themselves lucky to have her.

It proved impossible to keep up with all her old contacts in the army. One or two replied, then never wrote again. People move house all the time. Some died in the war. When her day’s work ended, she went home to her house overlooking the river and, trying to rid herself of her deep bereavement, cried with rage and loneliness each night for a year. Among her tempers and tears flowed memories of the destruction, as she had witnessed it, of Captain Robert Shannon. That night, lying awake, she replayed it for the thousandth time.

He had exploded on the day of his wound. She, dressing it, could not keep his hand from trembling. He couldn’t tell her how he had received the wound— but one of the other marines had been there.

The padre, he said, was half carrying one of the men who had fallen, and he was holding an arm out wide to balance himself. This took place a few feet away from the witness, who said he heard a single crack and saw the padre wince and pull his hand in, as though stung badly.

The wounded marine whom Captain Shannon had been carrying was taken away to the field hospital. She looked at the chaplain. Why was he standing there with his mouth gaping open like a witless man? He was holding up a bleeding hand like a dog with an injured paw. And he bled as though he had been reefed with a sharp knife.

Nurse Kennedy grabbed him and sat him down; he stood up again, bolt upright, very hard and fast.

“Sit down, Captain!”

He didn’t hear, didn’t sit.

“Captain, let me see.”

She had to grapple for his hand. When she cleaned it she believed she knew what had happened: An enemy sniper’s bullet had cut a deep furrow across the knuckles of the captain’s hand, outstretched for balance; in fact his other thumb had been hit as well. How the bullet had not entered his body was something she couldn’t understand. She understood it even less when she gouged some lead fragments from the damaged thumb of the other hand.

Next morning, she saw him in the medical tent. He still had the dressing on one hand, the heavy bandage on the other. But he was standing rigid as a statue and looking off toward the distant battlefield, wincing at the bursts of gunfire. Systematically, in robot steps, he set out toward the firing, then— still within the tent— he turned in a circle and began to spin and shake.

Nurse Kennedy knew instantly that the chaplain’s war was over. She called an orderly who rushed to help. Captain Shannon kept twisting and turning on his feet until the orderly all but tripped him up; he fell awkwardly like a big child, into the orderly’s arms.

Then began the trembling. He shook from head to foot. They heard his teeth rattle. He ripped a thin red slash along his chin with a fingernail as he clawed at his mouth. And he began to weep and moan and rant.

By now the medical corps had seen many men like this, but the chaplain’s manifestation astonished them. More powerfully, it caused an easement in their attitude toward other shell-shock victims. If it could happen to such a man, should it not be looked at differently? One marine even had a death sentence commuted. He had been due to be shot at noon for deserting the battlefield. When the officers saw that Captain Robert Shannon, of all people, had now begun to suffer the same ailment, they rescinded their mistaken judgments.

“Even when shattered,” Nurse Kennedy remarked to the colonel, “Captain Shannon is saving lives.”

They hauled him across the tent like a sack of grain and dumped him onto a field hospital bed; it was all they could manage. He had completely lost his senses. When the senior officers came to see him, the chaplain’s derangement shocked them. He rolled his eyes without seeing. He clenched his fists so fiercely that he drew blood from his palms. He made noises with his mouth, sounds that could not be called language.

Two men and Nurse Kennedy held him down to control his thrashing body and limbs. In no way did this resemble the sane, quick, and stylish man known to them all. It was after that inspection that the officers took their decision to review all such erratic manifestations.

Casualties from Belleau Wood— and there were hundreds— left the American lines in trains of transports every day. Some went to Paris; a few officers and extreme cases went to Dieppe. The colonel ordered Nurse Kennedy to prepare Captain Shannon, and he wrote the necessary papers. From that moment she lost all contact with the chaplain.

Before she resigned from the army and returned to Ireland, Nurse Kennedy put an inquiry through military channels as to the chaplain’s progress. She never received a reply. Nor did she ever stow him away in an attic of her mind; he remained in the front room of her thoughts.

Of late, her life more settled, her griefs under control, she had been contemplating a visit back to the United States one day. Among other renewals of acquaintance she hoped to find “Captain Shannon,” as she still thought of him.



[image: ]

On his voyage to Ireland, nothing in the world came by to help Archbishop Sevovicz. Nothing sweetened his temper, nothing gentled his mood, not even the ocean’s famed ability to promote better, deeper sleep. He remained twitchy and strained. Anxiety made him angry and worry made him rude; he snapped at waiters, pursers, and fellow passengers alike.

The voyage was slowed by two days owing to some exceptional iceberg activity. Captains in the North Atlantic had become as nervous as cats since the Titanic disaster a decade before. On the last night Sevovicz, by now prey to mounting horrors, drank a bingeful of Scotch in his cabin.

He disembarked at the southernmost Irish port of Queenstown, now being called Cobh—”Pronounce it cove,” they told him— and proceeded to the city of Cork. He took a suite at the Imperial Hotel.

A long way from his frail protégé, in a land of which he knew nothing, Sevovicz saw the irony. I’m more adrift now than I was on that wretched boat.

Why had he not thought to board a ship that would have taken him close to the Shannon River? He could have gone into Limerick itself.

Nor had he given any thought at all as to how he would travel about the countryside trying to find Robert Shannon. Obviously he would seek to contact a useful priest or bishop, but this brought another problem: He foresaw interfering chatter; Cardinal O’Connell had many friends in the Irish Church.

And over and above all these thoughts stood the problem of Robert Shannon’s safety. From time to time, day and night, Sevovicz became almost frantic with anxiety, but he quelled it and told himself, I have a more serious task than I thought. Not only do I have to save his soul, I have to save his body— if he’s still alive!

Sevovicz knew dangerous men when he saw them. Killers thrive on sentimentality and high notions. The Lizards showed a disturbing blend of sanctimoniousness coupled with ruthlessness; he had seen that combination often in the Vatican. These men transacted business with His Eminence; they didn’t want that arrangement disrupted, no matter how pitiable the disrupter. Such thoughts filled Sevovicz’s body with knives. His stomach took the stabbing blows; he had spent much of the time in his bathroom aboard ship.

Next morning in Cork, Sevovicz reverted to type and did what any country boy would do— he acquired local knowledge. In civilian clothes he walked around the city— or tried to; he was stopped at barricades everywhere, and that sent his heart racing again.

Inquiries confirmed his rising fear; he had indeed sent Robert into a hot and awful civil war. Did O’Connell know about this strife when the trip was proposed? Was the haste with which His Eminence wanted Robert to go connected in any way to knowledge that O’Connell was getting from Ireland? God Almighty! He may not know of the assassination plot— but isn’t this as bad?

Sevovicz bought a map, then had an early drink in a pub and found willing talkers. He told them he was a fisherman. They tried to send him to the Blackwater River, thirty miles north of the city, “famous for the salmon.” He insisted on the Shannon. They outlined his problems: transport and soldiers. About the soldiers he could do nothing, but he could get hold of a motor bicycle.

The shipping agency’s representative in Cork arranged all the banking. Sevovicz’s letter of credit purchased his transport, and he paid for three riding and basic mechanical lessons. Then, leaving his luggage in the hotel, having repacked for pillion and panniers, he set off. With his frog’s-eye goggles and his cap turned backward, his tweed coat, and his leather gauntlets, he looked like a creature from the old days of the moon.

Ellie Kennedy lived in the central part of Ireland’s flat midlands. She had a good life there. Well known and well liked locally, she had inherited the respect given to her parents. Her father’s profession had assured him and his family of comfortable acceptance among all creeds and classes. And her mother had been a loving and involved wife.

Growing up in that house, Ellie had lived in peace and ease. Since childhood she had wanted to take over her father’s medical practice. Already cherished by her parents, she was given as good an education as she could get up to the age of eighteen. Thereafter, when she discovered that as a woman she couldn’t gain admission to a medical school, she had opted for her mother’s old profession, nursing.

Politics didn’t touch her, nor religious prejudice, nor economic difficulty. When her parents died, the house— always beloved— became her compensation. She had the good fortune to own a large farm with it, one of the few local pockets of fertile ground, and she rented out most of the land, keeping only such garden as she needed. The farm income added to the parental inheritance and the salary from her nursing. By any standards she could call herself well off.

Three bereavements in four years had rocked her, shaken her to the core: dashing bridegroom, reliable mother, beloved father. She hurled herself into her practical life, remaking the house as she wanted it, setting up her hospital responsibilities as she knew they needed to be.

Thus, by the time Robert came to her door, her life had once again been running a measured and level course. She lived in the comfort to which she had always been accustomed. She came home each night to a strong— if silent— home, filled with the family possessions she had always known. She cared with efficiency and taste for rooms that were rich, ordered, and quiet. Nothing disturbed the air, and she tried, with uneven success, to put the word lonely from her mind. She had her work, her car, her home, and her dog.

On that first night, when she had sent Robert to bed and seen him installed in his room, she gave him time to settle down. Then she knocked on the door and went cautiously in. He had drawn the bedding to his chin. She could see that he had, as she’d suggested, availed himself of her father’s pajamas. Her candle cast its shadow across the ceiling; she had the presence of mind to keep it from making monsters.

Ever the nurse, she didn’t sit on the edge of the bed. She placed the candlestick on the nightstand and drew forward a chair. The last time she had done this, four years earlier and half a world away in a blood-soaked field hospital tent, he, wild in his mind, had had no clue as to her identity. Now he looked at her with grateful and sleepy eyes and waited for her to say something.

She said, “In the morning— maybe we’ll talk?”

“Yes. In the morning.”

“Good night, Captain Shannon. Robert.”

By then he was asleep.

She checked everything downstairs. She locked doors, secured all windows. She wanted no sudden winds off the river rattling the house and startling her guest. A moon shone into the hallway as she climbed the stairs in the dark. In her own room, she lit her bedside lamp— not a candle; she intended to stay awake.

Since childhood she had slept in the room with the alcove and its deep window seat. It too overlooked the river, and now she could see the moon’s beam down along the water.

I wish I could see the path into the future.

Her shoulders hurt; a headache began; the soles of her feet felt hot; her face stung; unease and stress cascaded down her body.

Jesus. Oh, Jesus Christ. Is that a prayer or not?

The river flowed in great calm with not a ripple; it looked like a narrow lake. She sat on the window seat but rose again, then sat again.

What is this all for? There’s a reason for this unease. No, there isn’t. I’m excited. No, I’m not! Don’t be stupid, Ellie. Stupid. Well, why did you think about him so much for so long? This is stupid.

She walked into the depth of the room, stood beside the armchair, and began to undress. Her training as a nurse and the wild rigors of army and wartime life had removed from her the inhibitions with which she had left Ireland. Few if any Irishwomen of that generation ever stripped totally naked. They undressed under the nightdress they were about to wear; in boarding schools they wore bathing suits in the showers and bathtubs. Since she had come home for good, she had undressed totally every night, and since she lived alone she had often walked around the house wearing nothing.

Tonight, however, she undressed like a virgin again. If she thought of asking herself why, she might have fumbled— and found no answer.

By one of those small rills of good fortune, she had the next three days off from work. Tonight she meant to stay awake because she hadn’t forgotten the screaming, whimpering, seemingly insane man whom she had handed over to the stretcher detail at Lucy-le-Bocage.

Outside, the night grew perfect. The breezes of the evening departed to blow over other counties, other rivers, taking the clouds with them for company, so that the moon had the sky almost to herself. Beside the moon squatted little glinting Mercury.

A small animal yelped somewhere on the riverbank, and again Ellie rose and went to the window. If the River Shannon itself had given her advice that night, this most independent minded of women would have acted upon it. By the time she heard three chimes on the breakfast-room clock downstairs, she was fumbling toward a plan.

He can stay as long as he likes. Maybe I’ll find a doctor who’ll check him and be discreet. Maybe not. I must get him some new clothes. He looks like he needs nourishment, nurturing. He can come to work with me, and I can sit him down in that little room that hasn’t yet been converted for patients, and he can come home with me again. No, maybe he needs to be completely private. I must check again whether that new face powder is in. God above, I haven’t bought decent underwear in three years. Should I consult the parish priest or will that only cause meddling?

Who can tell us about the name Shannon? How much does he know about the process of his own cure? How are they treating shell shock these days? Where can I find somebody who would know?

Does he want me to tell his parents? Why don’t I wire them tomorrow that he’s safe and well and here with me, and we can wire them again when those plans change— if they change. Maybe not. Maybe give him time. If those plans change. What do you mean, if they change? Of course they’ll change! Now what does he eat? What doesn’t he eat? Those army rations— ech! Oh, he told me once that he loved steak. Well, that’s good. And duck— who’d have duck? Where can I get some?

What’s the word? What is it? Isolation, that’s it! Isolation. That’s how they’re treating shell shock now. God, I’m restless. Keep the place very calm; keep him busy with small tasks. And a lot of rest— no distress. We can walk by the river; yes, we can walk by the river. I wonder, does he write yet? These men can’t write anymore. Has he written home?

The army, the war, had taught her how to cope with sleepless nights. Three hours later, at six in the morning, she rose, washed, dressed, and went down to the kitchen, where she began a round of chores with energy that she turned on deliberately. She let out the dog; she baked; she prepared breakfast; she found her parents’ famous cuttings ledger, which contained half a century of interesting local facts or amusing snippets that had caught their eyes. Every guest who had ever come to the house had browsed this book with amusement and delight.

She checked her face in the mirror more than seven or eight times, and she rearranged and rearranged again the simple table laid for breakfast. Then, making up her mind at last, she wrote to the hospital saying that when the three days were up, she would not be back to work for some time. She was taking all the leave due to her.

When the concerned laymen of Boston had held their lethal meeting, and the deep agreement had been reached that something must be done, the Accountant had undertaken the task: “This is a burden I’m willing to carry.”

For the deed, he said, “I have the right man. I’ve known him for years. He’s a man who wants to do me a favor, a great favor. He feels that he owes me.”

The other members of the conspiracy asked concerned questions. How reliable is he? These fellows— they’re often stupid, aren’t they? Isn’t that why they get caught? Does he know of our existence? How discreet is he? If he is caught, will he sing? They did not want to know the killer’s name.

Yet they welcomed— were even thrilled by— some of the details. This man could easily pass in Ireland; he had an Irish name and birth certificate. As a boy had been brought to the United States by his parents. He had spent some time in seminary but had been asked to leave after a savage and completely unexpected attack on two fellow students; he maimed one for life. By all accounts he had had some kind of crack-up.

But he still carried that seminary air of distinction. Some days he even looked like a priest; he wore dark clothes and a high white collar without a necktie and from time to time was mistakenly addressed as Father by shopkeepers and railway porters.

After seminary the Accountant told them, this fellow had tried to become a police cadet but had been forced to quit after three or four incidents in which he had failed to keep his violence under control. His family having been asked to remove him, sought medical help. Before the doctor’s appointment, however, he battered a passerby and the police took him.

Pulled strings kept him out of court. He was sent to work on a farm down near Great Barrington, where the paterfamilias and the grown sons had two-fisted reputations. They tamed and controlled him— up to a point. Eventually they tired of him too. The farmer consulted a brother-in-law in Boston. “That was me,” said the Accountant.

After some weeks of trying to manage him, trying to predict him—”I mean to say, it was like living with an unexploded bomb”—all who knew him agreed that the only place for this young man, by now as fit as a machine, had to be the army. And there was a major war in Europe.

He came back from the war and, like many other soldiers, had had enough of routine. Said the Accountant, “I’ve always found it useful to have somebody who can do the awkward chores.”

That was how the Accountant perceived and described Vincent Patrick Ryan— for it was he. The world would not have given a different rendition. Nor would, though more sadly, his adoptive parents; his life so far had a short and ultimately bitter summary.

However, the view from Vincent Ryan looked different. Nobody in the world could understand the gratitude he felt toward his new parents, as he had called them. Nor could anybody grasp why he kept so much to himself. Why didn’t he take part in sports? To whom could he explain that reason?

He couldn’t shower with the others, that was why. He couldn’t explain the lines of thin red stripes that materialized on his buttocks and thighs from time to time, like ancient fiery cave drawings, and faded again.

They appeared at examination times and other moments of pressure. But who would understand that? Hysteria was something that women had, not men of six-foot-three.

Or who would understand that the sound of laughter carried a violent freight? It was always directed at him, he knew that for a fact. That was why he dressed so carefully— the shirts, the ascots, the beautiful fabrics and colors— to put himelf above criticism and give himself the comfort of beautiful things

But was it a crack-up? Had he had some kind of seizure on that day, the day he called in his own mind “The Moment of the Attack?” Yes— but not like people imagined. They all thought he had collapsed because he had done such a vicious thing. No, not at all. He had collapsed because he had discovered something— he had discovered what released him from his cage of a thousand bars. The war proved it. He could do as much damage as he liked; it was expected and he was even hailed for it.

But after the war— what then?

Ellie Kennedy, crisp as a crease, had no time for maunderings. She had sick patients to nurse, she had their families to cushion, and she had temperamental doctors to manage. Her attitudes, her daily grasp— these were defined by the demands of her work and the solitude of her home.

However, since the moment that she saw Captain Shannon in her kitchen, a part of her departed those shores. She didn’t think about it; she wasn’t that type of woman. This was a practical human being who, for all the comfort of her existence, had lost a lot of her own life in a short few years. She understood loss very clearly, and in the hospital she saw loss constantly.

If she’d ever stopped to describe her world she’d have said that she had to deal every day with life in difficult and sometimes extreme forms, so she just got on with it. Do it; don’t think about it. And yet, from that July night, this organized, efficient woman knew she was going to be pressed into a new shape.

She intended— with all her ability— that Captain Shannon should continue under her roof for as long as life said he should. He would stay there and be fed and cared for. Get him to feel better. Look at nothing else for the moment—-just get him better. Take it a day at a time. Keep today quiet, simple, and nourishing.

After her long sojourn in the kitchen, Robert came downstairs. He seemed refreshed and easy. As he sat and ate she made no fuss— she simply watched. The silence felt a little strange, but she weathered it.

Time, she said to herself. Give him time.

After breakfast he began to speak. His first few sentences took several minutes to come out. He explained how he had entered her house by accident some days ago. This exhausted him, because now he had come to believe that it was no accident. “I’m certain that it was— it was instinct.”

And how did he know with no evidence, she asked quietly, whose house it was?

“But I must have known, mustn’t I? Because I came rushing back to it.”

Ellie made no demands. She allowed him his halting talk— and, when he had talked, allowed him his exhaustion. She merely served. All that day she served and watched. That night he again slept the sleep of the innocent.

Within a week Robert had begun to speak with an easier flow. He said that the effort to come back and find her house, and then cope with the fact of having found her house— that had been exhausting. But he conceded that he had no idea why.

The change in him could be measured. On that first day he took many sleeping breaks. The next day he took one fewer and by the end of the first week he was down to a nap in the late morning and another in the late afternoon.

Ellie approved and endorsed this routine. “Nature’s cure,” she said. “That’s what we teach young nurses.”

As he slept less he began to interact more fully. They skirted the subject of the war and the marines and shell shock, but she received the undoubted impression that he wanted to discuss it, if only she could find the way in.

She observed him as closely as she could— she gave him all her attention. Effectively, that house and the established life within it took in this damaged man and surrounded him with care. Bit by bit she began to formulate an idea as to what might heal— in a major way— some of his inner scars. For the moment she was happy that the hours had become days, the days had become a week, and the week looked as though it would stretch to— who knew? But she would anticipate nothing and welcome everything.

She also had the common sense to acknowledge that from the moment of Robert’s arrival everything had changed— her household and its atmosphere and her whole life. First there were the practical alterations— each day of the week, already strictly time-tabled between home and the hospital, got rescheduled.

More compellingly there was an emotional change. Everything Ellie did in the house had taken on a different meaning. It happened naturally— but she didn’t register it and make it conscious for a few days. Then she came to realize that she knew, at each second of each hour, his location in the house. The heightening of emotion at his presence soon became the heightening of sensing his being. Is this what it’s like to have a baby and raise it?

She listened for him at all times. She listened as sometimes he walked and walked, ghosting through the house as though afraid to make noise, staying on the landings and in the passageways, never entering the rooms. She heard every footfall no matter how light, as though he had a specific gravity to his body. She found that she wanted to cough to let him know where she was. She found that she wanted to see him every moment of every day.

The realization of this extra watchfulness alarmed her. To justify it, she reached for a nursing principle— she told herself that she wanted only to help restore him to the man whom she had known in France, and that this and this alone motivated her every thought. But she was levelheaded and honest enough to know that her professional instincts— to care for him and oversee his continued recovery— had begun to blur.

Ireland had no psychiatrists, no psychologists; she could summon no help. Ellie had her instincts and nothing more. But, she told herself, she had the most powerful information of all— she had known what he had once been like.

And still, and still— no matter what she tried to tell herself about wishing to heal him— the evidence of her actions said that this was no ordinary visitor, no old friend merely passing through who needed help. She was scrutinizing him with more than a professional eye— and those feelings came from the deep background of great regard that she had formed when she worked alongside him in the most awful conditions in the world.

Consequently, she had formed an opinion of him that had taken her beyond the professional. Whether she liked it or not, she had moved into territory she couldn’t look at— yet. She tried as best she could to keep herself on the practical road, but she wavered minute by minute.

Can I cope with this? Can I have both? What’s “both”? Can I both care for him as he needs to be cared for and feel for him as I do? Or am I heading into something that will damage me; am I heading for another loss? If I ask him about the war, will he collapse? But if he does, at least I’ll know what not to say. I’ll know where not to probe.

Early in the second week a kind of heat wave came into Ireland from the west, and from the window of his bedroom Robert spent hours and hours watching his beloved river. For long periods of the day, usually after a nap, he looked at little else. He still didn’t explore the house; he never went into another room; he didn’t examine anything in detail; he showed no curiosity— he ignored, for example, the Kennedy family scrapbook with all its old county whimsy.

Ellie observed this pattern and made no judgments, felt no criticism. Breakthroughs, were there to be any, would be slow, she knew, and piecemeal. Soon she was rewarded; some good signals began to appear. She had been fearing that Robert had taken the opportunity to relax in her house, and that he had perhaps, with less pressure, even fallen back a little from the recovery pattern he had begun to establish in his walk up the Shannon. Then one afernoon she concluded that he was indeed strengthening.

They had chosen to sit in the garden, in a corner of a tall arbor shaded from the hot sun.

Robert said, “This reminds me of France.”

Ellie’s brain zeroed in on the word reminds.

“Which means that you have begun to recall— things?”

He heard the question clearly. “Yes. But only since I came here.”

“If I show you something we talked about, do you think you’d recall the conversation?”

“I don’t know.”

She went into the house and came back out in seconds, carrying a picture.

“D’you recognize this?”

He looked. “Yes … maybe … I’ve been looking at it.”

“Do you recall telling me about it?”

“No, I don’t think so … “ Then he brightened. “It’s The Falls of Doonass. We had it hanging in our house.”

“Yes.” And then she lied. “We had one in our house too. I had forgotten.” A year or two earlier she had found the old print in a junk shop, bought it in his remembrance, and had it framed.

“I saw them,” he said. “The Falls of Doonass. Near Limerick.”

“If you can remember that,” she said, “don’t you think you can remember anything you want?”

“But do I want to?”

She had no answer, so she returned the picture to the wall.

When she came back and sat down, he said, “I think now I know why— why I came back here. I did actually see your picture— that morning. But I didn’t know what I had seen. Until now.”

“How much do you want to remember?” she said.

“I know that I should. And I know that I can’t. And I think I know what I want.”

“What do the doctors say?”

“They want me to remember.”

“But”—now she entered dangerous waters—”you’re afraid?”

Robert stood up, walked away, came back, and sat down again.

Very gently she said, “Which are you more afraid of, that it will all come back to stay? Or are you afraid that you’ll remember it and it will all go away again and keep returning?”

“I know what you mean.”

“Why not— write it down? Write down what you can.”

He looked at her. “But wouldn’t that make it worse?”

“Or would it,” she said, “bring it under control?”

Without saying anything more, Ellie set up a writing table in Robert’s room: neat rows of pens, pencils, erasers, paper, and ink. She didn’t nag him; she didn’t ask; she didn’t even suggest. Robert saw them, fingered them, considered them— he even sat down and measured himself in a writing position.

For days he ignored the desk and its invitation. Then one morning he sat there and doodled for a short time. Another afternoon, he played solitaire, watched by the pens and pencils. He came within the fateful last six cards of winning a game— but he wrote nothing on the pads on the desk.

There came a day when he managed to start: I, Robert Shannon, was with the U.S. Marines at Belleau Wood. There he stopped— and wrote nothing else.

When he came downstairs, he told her— he showed her. She studied the page as though looking at a Shakespeare First Folio. She also observed— without comment— that the handwriting was as shaky and tremulous as the signatures of the old men she had seen in her hospital wards.

Handing the paper back, she said, “I was there too, and I haven’t yet had the courage to do that.”

He shrugged. “Is this all right?” He looked straight into her eyes.

“Much more than all right.”

He left the house a little dizzy, walked down the garden to the point where the old wooden fence overhung a path down to the water, and stood there, looking at the river …

Day after day, for more than a week, he repeated his actions. He never wrote anything other than that same sentence: I, Robert Shannon, was with the U.S. Marines at Belleau Wood. Day after day he showed it to her. Day after day, she made some new encouraging comment: “You’re doing the right thing” or “Whatever you write will be fine,” or “There’s no hurry, there’s no dog chasing you.” And day after day he walked down the garden to look at the river. She didn’t follow him— but she still knew where he was at all times.

Robert kept all those single-sentence pages pinned together, and then one morning he took the previous day’s page and beneath that lone sentence he wrote, As long as I live, I shall know for a certainty that I shall never again encounter anything as awful. If I ever again see anything so terrible, I will know that I have died without salvation and that I am in Hell. And that is the name— Hell— that we gave to Belleau Wood.

In the afternoon, he handed her the page and she read it immediately. Then she took the action that doctors believe is central to healing: She touched the patient, she laid a hand on his arm.
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The men who came back to Boston from the war arrived by various means. Where the army had arranged it, dozens, if not hundreds, caught the same trains from New York where their troopships had docked. Some had been fortunate enough to sail right into Boston Harbor.

Rivers of tears flowed. Some of the greeters— and their soldiers— cried with relief. They were home and safe; there was no injury. Some wept much more bitterly, for the loss of an eye, a limb, a spirit. One way and another, they all left the railway platform or dockside with their lives changed forever and shaped up to face the uncertain world ahead.

Vincent Patrick Ryan did not appear in such a crowd. He docked in New York and, with nobody to meet him, slipped away into the streets and ended up in Central Park. There he sat on a bench, ignoring the curious and admiring looks of passing strangers who wanted to thank this fine young man in his uniform for what he had done for the world.

He sat there all afternoon, and in the evening he refused to leave when an attendant told him the park was closing and he must leave. Vincent looked at the man carefully. The attendant thought better of renewing the challenge and Vincent stayed all night— he had no place to go.

During the war he had decided never to see his adoptive parents again. He couldn’t manage the gratitude he felt because he couldn’t express it. Nor could he manage the chagrin he felt at having let them down by not having become a priest.

Further, he knew that he wanted and needed to live a life that nobody saw, a life that would, from now on, contain, when he needed it, the splendid release of emotion that he had had confirmed in the war.

Back in Boston next day, he made one contact— his earlier mentor, the Accountant, who took him on, giving him ad hoc duties in an unspecified role. The office speculated that Mr. Vincent, as the Accountant named him, might be an illegitimate son; the men shared vague physical similarities. Whatever the truth, the office now knew it had an enforcer who collected debts, harried lawyers who performed too slowly, and went to the offices of problem clients.

Not long after Mr. Vincent’s arrival, the Accountant began to prosper. He bought another practice and began to acquire more and more real estate. It was said that he had a magic touch when it came to closing a deal— which he typically did with Mr. Vincent standing beside him. As yet, the Accountant knew only that the young ex-soldier had a presence that seemed to intimidate people— and a charm that made him acceptable in business situations.

After some months in which Mr. Vincent proved himself increasingly valuable, the Accountant took him from his discreet rooming house in the north of the city and set him up with cash and clothes in an apartment not far from Beacon Hill, near enough for Mr. Vincent to catch the whiff of the good life and the self-important mood it promoted. From the apartment, he walked to work every day; he returned each night to a discreet unseen existence. Double-locked indoors, he read voraciously; he became obsessed with clothes; he learned to cook.

His most visible external life took place at a target club. After a Sunday on the firing range he seemed less brooding for the first two days of the working week, a fact that began to draw the Accountant’s thoughts together. Then a fracas occurred which said everything.

On the streets after a heated baseball game, a fight broke out and spilled dangerously toward the exiting Accountant and Mr. Vincent. Near the Accountant, one of the troublemakers pulled a knife— and Mr.

Vincent killed him. On the spot, on the street, he lowered the man with a chop to the throat. Everybody around heard the crack and the gurgle; nobody would forget it.

Far from being arrested and charged, Mr. Vincent was hailed by the police. The ex-soldier had done a civic duty; the riot had ended there and then. Mr. Vincent accepted the plaudits with agreeable modesty.

But the Accountant had observed that in the minutes after the killing— and there was no doubt that the knife wielder was dead— a peace had descended over Vincent Patrick Ryan. His face lost its tension; it relaxed and became close to angelic.

The Accountant read widely but badly; he liked cheap literature about crime and fear. When he saw this psychological change, he recalled a story he had read of a man only at peace when killing. He began to keep a closer eye on Mr. Vincent— and one day he tested him.

An Irish builder in South Boston, a man of many bad aspects, had threatened to talk to the tax people. He needed to cut a break with the IRS and he was prepared to sacrifice the Accountant, of whose dealings he had much knowledge. Mr. Vincent visited the man late one afternoon on a building site when the others had gone home.

Next morning the builder was found head down in cement that was setting. Except that he wasn’t head down— when they hacked the concrete away there was no head at all, and it was never found.

A year passed. One other extreme task was needed and was carried out discreetly and anonymously. Alongside that, Mr. Vincent’s quiet and courteous words helped to collect all unpaid bills, and in Boston there had been many. In short, in his capacity as the Accountant’s trusted representative, Mr. Vincent brought notable benefit to the Accountant’s business and, in so doing, gave a new impression of reliability— with vast underlying force.

In parallel with this business conduct, the young ex-soldier had grown quieter. The Accountant discovered a possible reason: Mr. Vincent was inclined to travel on weekends— mostly to New York and Chicago. When he returned from these trips he seemed close to beatific in mood, and the pulp-fiction side of the Accountant’s mind wondered what Vincent was doing on his travels that made him so happy.

He also asked himself why Vincent was dressing so beautifully, why he had no need of girls, and why his good moods now lasted almost the entire span of time between trips. Where was all this money coming from to pay for his now luxurious life? But he never asked a question, never raised the subject with anyone, least of all Mr. Vincent himself.

By now, Vincent Patrick Ryan had begun to educate himself impressively. He took myriad correspondence courses, he learned to speak French, he studied the history and geography of his native Ireland and his adopted America, and he read about animals and wildlife.

If observed independently, he appeared a quiet and studious man who went to an accountant’s office most days of the week, used the Boston library service extensively, traveled first-class on trains, and troubled few. His taste for the good life had about it no hint of the banality often seen in evil men who want the best.

As the Accountant said, he was a model ex-soldier and a perfect veteran. “He didn’t come back from the war like a zombie, giving everybody the creeps.”

This Accountant and his co-religionists— who were these men, these conspirators? Whence did they derive the moral energy, the philosophy, and the sheer permission to initiate and then enact this plot?

Precedent encouraged them. Their church had never hesitated to protect itself against its enemies. And these men belonged to confraternities or committees that vouched for their intensity of loyal and devotional belief.

Lay crusaders have always been easy to find in the Catholic Church; they bail out errant priests and bishops. These individuals in Boston prided themselves on their decency, their honorability toward parents, wives, children, neighbors, and business associates. They would have laid down their lives for their church— as had many before them all over the western world.

Admittedly, their plot represented an extreme case. Typically they were called upon to help with money or buildings, arrange for an alcoholic priest to be dried out and his debts paid, or some other stray difficulty resolved. In this case, the very seriousness of the situation drove them.

Allegations of a criminal nature against their cardinal had come from a man whose statements would be believed: He was a priest, a hero. This called for a strengthening of attitude, all the more so since they had volunteered to themselves and no others for the task. That was how they found the moral energy— precedent for action in a time of danger to the Catholic Church.

Their philosophy dominated their lives: God and Country. That philosophy defined all such Catholic men, whatever the country. They covered for themselves and they covered for their priests— often, as in this case, without the clergy even knowing it.

If asked to summarize their philosophy in a word— and some of them would already have thought about it— those five plotting men would have said, Honor. This probably meant two things to them: the honor that is the principle of behaving with integrity, and the honor of serving their church.

As to the permission they gave themselves, the permission to organize the taking of a human life? Their church railed against the death penalty. Human life being God’s finest creation, said their pope, must remain the most sacred entity in the universe. But they could invoke a different principle to derive permission for their conspiracy.

In this their Irish blood helped. Catholicism’s detractors complain of double standards. So do critics of all faith-based religions, and nothing raises louder howls than a preacher of moral probity being caught in any kind of immoral activity.

The Irish, however, have the philosophical and emotional equipment to deal with this double standard; they are magnificently capable of holding diametrically opposing beliefs with equal sincerity. On the one hand they will abhor the taking of human life— and with the other hand they’ll kill to keep an acre of land.

Once Robert’s pen had first squeezed out the sentence about Belleau Wood and Hell, he began to write more freely. For a day or two or three he staggered a little, stumbled a bit, halted, started again, stopped. Bit by bit, though, first with single sentences and then with whole paragraphs at a time, his daily output increased. On some days he wrote nothing; other days a great deal came forth, and those were the efforts that induced afternoon silences and long, deep, and immobile sleep at night. When he came downstairs each day with the pages he had written, she repeated the gesture of her hand on his arm. When she withdrew, he continued to feel her touch and later would lay his own hand there, not so much to emulate as to recall and relive. And the physical contact generated an echo— he shaved off his beard.

After that first day she didn’t read his words— and told him that she wouldn’t.

“Let me wait until you’re finished,” she said. “And I think that maybe you’ll need to read everything first.”

Archbishop Sevovicz rattled on his motorbike across the roads of the south. A bizarre, awkward creature in his cap and goggles, knees everywhere, he felt charmed by the similarities to rural Poland. He stopped many times, to chat with farmers, to look at cattle, and to ask directions.

All inquiries gave him the same one-word answer, which agreed with the only information that he had brought with him. He framed his questions to establish the most significant place on the Shannon and was pleased that he always received the answer he wanted— Limerick. Now he felt better.

This didn’t minimize his problem: He had no clue as to where Robert might be by now. The young man had sailed in May and landed in June; perhaps if Sevovicz could find a bishop or riverside priest, it would be a man to whom he had written. That was his best— his only— hope. But he knew from his map that any dip into his network wouldn’t work until he reached a parish— or diocese— whose pastures touched the river.

If only he’d known how difficult this focus made his task. No more than a handful of clergy had become aware of Robert’s presence in Ireland. The priest in Tarbert knew, because the O’Sullivans had confirmed that Robert had arrived. After Limerick, the church connections took Robert away from the river— to the nuns in Portroe and to Father Reddan, some miles inland in Lorrha.

Thereafter, Robert had met no further priests in the network. Father Dillon in Drumsna hadn’t even been watching out for him, and nobody in the entire country could have put Robert in Ellie’s house. Nobody knew Robert’s connection to an Irish nurse who had been in the American army during the war because she had never spoken of him; some aspects of the war had been just too painful.

Added to these problems, Sevovicz couldn’t easily understand what the people were saying to him. In the town of Croom, on the road between Cork and Limerick, he stopped to find a meal. A restaurant on the main street suggested quality because it bore the name THE CRITERION.

Inside, nobody else had come to dine. Sevovicz asked for a menu and with some back-and-forth chat established that the woman who attended him had no written bill of fare.

“It’s stages in a play,” he heard the woman say.

“Yes,” said Sevovicz, “I understand the reference,” though he did not. And as he sat at his table, he reflected how cultivated Ireland must be that a woman in a small-town restaurant should liken her methods to the theater. Wrong: The woman had said, It changes every day.

She stood there as he released himself from the leather gauntlets and hauled the cap and goggles from his head. In the grimy face his smile came out as white as a bathing beauty’s. He eased his stiff limbs and looked up pleasantly as she said, “Bacon or beef?”

But he thought she said, Aching, your feet? so he said, “No, they’re all right, thank you.”

The woman looked at him peculiarly and said, “Is it, like, you’d like both?”

And he thought she said, Did you bring the bike on the boat? so he said, “No, I got it in your city of Cork, I’m enjoying it.”

At which she, thinking that he had had bacon, meaning ham, with beef, on the same plate in Cork city, supplied him with precisely that.

Well, he thought to himself, the Germans also serve strange meals.

When he reached the city of Limerick, the worst of the civil war altercations had passed. Not wishing to draw attention to his own anxieties— but with ghosts walking over his grave— he asked a passing man, “Does anything interesting happen here?”

“Only a war,” said the man.

“Were people killed?”

“Oh, yeh. That kinda thing happens all right in a war.”

“Many?” Sevovicz could feel the alarm in his head under his cap.

“Men, mostly,” said the passerby. “About forty of ‘em.”

“Do you happen to know if any of them were strangers?”

“Ah, yeh.”

“From where did these strangers come?”

“Oh, there was fellas in here from twenty and thirty miles away.”

“Where does the bishop live?”

“Which one? We’ve a few to offer you.”

“The Catholic bishop.”

Sevovicz roared off to the address and found a house that he thought inadequate and not sufficiently imposing for a Prince of the Church; he certainly wouldn’t have lived in it.

Nobody answered the doorbell or his poundings on the knocker. A neighbor appeared— the customary inevitability— and offered help.

“This is the bishop’s house?” Sevovicz barked.

The neighbor agreed— but Bishop Hallinan was away and would be until the end of August.

Sevovicz sat on the saddle of his motorbike and didn’t know what to do next. He hadn’t even allowed himself to think the other unthinkables.

No inquiry took place on RMS Celtic, no call of Man Overboard!— nothing. The incident had happened too fast, and Mr. Vincent’s bulk had blocked any possible casual view. He worked his eyes and ears energetically but found no indication that anybody on board had missed the man with whom— as he thought of it— he had dispensed. For the rest of the voyage he read on deck during the fine days, dined alone, stayed calm.

Vincent Patrick Ryan disembarked in Liverpool. From there he immediately took a steamer to Dublin, where a hackney car driver with a black horse and a long whip took him to the Gresham Hotel. All traces of Vincent Ryan’s Ireland had long quit his persona— he looked and sounded thoroughly American.

In Dublin he acquired maps; he said he was researching his mother’s family, the Shannons. Within a day or so he let it be known that he had money to burn. In a bar named— what else?— Ryan’s, he stood rounds of drink every night and talked learnedly about the Shannon family, of whom he knew nothing and cared less.

One evening the barman had a quiet word.

“Watch out for the roll.”

Vincent Patrick Ryan raised an eyebrow.

“There’s characters around here,” said the barman, leaning forward. “The sight of a wad of money, they’re like a dog after a rabbit.”

Vincent Patrick Ryan looked at him. Had somebody threatened something?

The barman said, “Well, no facts, like. But I’m here thirty years.”

To which Vincent Patrick Ryan offered up his own fact, that he was an ex-marine who had fought in France and who knew how to kill a man with a chop to the throat.

The barman stood up from his confidential huddle. “Jayze, I’d salute you myself if I knew how.” He chuckled. “Once that word gets out … “

Vincent Patrick Ryan told him that he was letting the other drinkers see money because he wanted to hire a reliable guide who would help him to find his mother’s family roots. But he knew perfectly well that his mother had died in Ballinagore of a slow and rotten cancer, and he knew too that he still could not risk bringing that memory too much to mind.

A guide appeared fast, a small jaunty fellow, a petty thief named Tommy Nolan, known as Squirt, and they agreed to terms.

The barman said, “Watch out. That fella’d steal the coal off a hot fire.”

On the train from Dublin to Limerick, Vincent Patrick Ryan asked, “If I stepped from a boat near the mouth of the Shannon, where would I begin to search?”

Squirt said, “Mr. Vincent, we’ll get a map in Limerick.” In Limerick, Mr. Vincent also bought two bicycles, and they rode like a master and servant to Tarbert.

En route, waves of emotional pain swept through Vincent Ryan. So many of the fields, so many of the houses, so many things he saw reminded him of Ballinagore. For this he had not planned; these memories he had not anticipated. Once again he felt small and ugly and sore and uncertain and disliked. He knew that such feelings cut deep and lingered long.
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As the narrative of Belleau Wood unfolded from him, Robert Shannon discovered two things about himself. First he found that he wished to avoid the flavor and direction of all “war memoirs” and make it as personal to himself as possible. In this he knew without asking that he had an ally in Nurse Kennedy.

He also found that after a mere two days of writing— which did, and always would, leave him exhausted— he began to depend upon Nurse Kennedy more and more. The formality of their past began to fall away, and finally he began to use the name Ellie when he thought of her.

Soon, a third dimension swept in; he suspected that he was writing for her. Not just to please her, not simply to impress her; he was writing because he wanted her to know what his world had been in those June days in a French wheat field. She too had been part of this apocalypse; she too had been one of the war’s playthings on those blood-sodden fields.

And as all these thoughts and emotions took hold, slowly, gradually, and notably at the beginning and end of each day, a new set of feelings surged into his spirit with irresistible force and surprise.

These had nothing to do with his history of shell shock, nothing to do with his fragility, nothing to do with his slowly increasing grasp of his condition and his gradual emergence from it. The woman in whose house he now dwelt had begun to grow in importance. Her place on the earth began to have a significance to him that he had not observed in any other human being.

In his prewar days, he would have said, if asked, “Well, of course I love my parents,” and he would have meant it; he would have been describing accurate feelings. If pressed further he would have described an unerring and unjudgmental fondness for his mother, which he would speak of with a smile and an evident delight at being asked to think about it.

But if required to define his relationship with his father, if asked to reply candidly to the same question, he would have taken pause. And then he would have said, not with a smile but with a grave joy and a dignified thoughtfulness, “My father? Well, he’s different.”

He would have been understating a love that he could not describe, a concern for every cell and blood vessel of his father, a need to know all— and more— about this man from whom he took every example for his life. By way of words he would have reached for admiration, and respect, and a desire to embrace and be embraced. With his mother he expected such connection; with his father it had remained more understood than practiced. And, partly because it was never given expression, it had grown massive.

Slowly, tentatively, this same flavor of near-worship now began to enter his consideration of Ellie Kennedy, as did the same reticence of expression. He looked on her with fond respect and admiration— but he could never say or do anything to convey it.

For her part, she watched him as though he were her infant. She looked at, scrutinized, and questioned every mood and every nuance of every mood. She developed not just a sixth sense, but a seventh, eighth, ninth— a hundredth sense, where he was concerned.

She became especially watchful during this period when he was writing. Often he fell asleep at the table, his head sprawled among the pens and the pages. She took care not to wake him up; she allowed him to discover his own condition. And she took the greatest care of all not to invade him. Though she found it more and more difficult, she kept her distance— apart from the rewarding touch on his arm every day.
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One morning, after little more than two weeks of writing, Robert came down late. He looked ashen; he seemed almost as withdrawn as when he first arrived. Ellie said nothing, switched into nurse mode, and did the practical thing of arranging food that bridged breakfast to lunch: She took everything out to the garden, into which the sun had just strolled. They ate in silence. He seemed unendurably moved, sighing, blinking, morbidly quiet.

When he thawed he said, “I’ve written as much about Belleau Wood as I want to. Or ever can again.”

His delivery of this decision took place at a time (she had observed) when he seemed at his most delicate— early afternoon. She watched him extra closely. He sat sipping milk, and she cleared most of the dishes into the house. During the period of writing— after that rocky and often catatonic start— he had become more loquacious as the day wore on and more sensible, his thoughts more connected.

Now he sipped some more milk, frosting his upper lip. In this sunlight, it seemed that his looks had begun to return. The reducing weakness had gone from his chin and his mouth almost had a firm line again.

Ellie said, “There’s no need to write any more if you don’t want to.”

She wanted to ask him, How has it left you feeling? What has it done to your emotions? But she found that he answered the question without being asked.

“I thought I would be drained,” he said. “And in a way I am. But I have also been filled by it.”

When admitting a patient for the first time, if no doctor were present, she had been taught to ask, What do you think this pain is? She believed that, as did many of her contemporaries in medicine: The patient always knows.

Now she asked, “What do you think caused the damage to you in France?”

He said nothing for three, maybe four minutes. By now she had learned to wait, sitting out the lurch of fear that she might have asked a question too far. When eventually he did reply, he said, “I know what caused the first damage.”

“The first?” She knew nothing as yet of his relapse.

“Belleau.”

Carefully she asked, “Does anything stand out above anything else?”

He wanted to talk; he became energized, if a little disjointed, in his speech.

“It was the moment when I began to understand that I could never in my life again see something I couldn’t immediately identify— and— and not start to believe it was a human body. You know what I mean? If I walked down that road out there tomorrow, and I saw what looked like a small pile of garbage, I would ask myself, Is it a corpse?”

He sat up, his face screwing into different expressions as though he mustered force to find the right words and then push them out.

“Now, think of it. I’m ordained as a priest to revere life. I’m ordained to believe that each and every one of us is a miracle of creation. Then— to find this creation has been reduced to garbage? To find that a wonderful, strong, handsome boy has been reduced to a pile of flapping offal? And to get up on my knees and look across a field of wheat and see hundreds of these heaps—”

He stopped and took her hand as an adult would take a child’s hand.

“The moment of destruction, the point at which my soul left my body— and I do believe it did— came when I returned to our lines one day and saw you.”

“Me?” She almost started back from him but disciplined herself; she did not wish to disturb him now with an excess of response. “What did I have to do with it?”

“I was helping a boy who was wounded. You saw me, didn’t you? You saw me at the same time?”

“Yes,” she said. “You helped get him to where we were. In the tents. You were always doing that.”

“Did I seem normal, Ellie?”

“Yes. Like always.”

“And then what happened?”

“You went— well, you went wild. We had to hold you down. Do you remember that?”

He said, “Vaguely. I think I remember it.”

“Yes,” she said, “and then you started running around, almost in a circle.”

“Did I say anything?”

“No. A kind of senseless yelling, that was all. Do you remember that?”

He said, “You were the last thing I remember. I saw you when I came into the tent with the wounded boy. You know that all the officers thought you lovely. When I came in, I looked across and saw you— in dreadful surroundings, pressed and clean in your uniform, busy and composed and organized, the picture of what a woman should look like. I reckon the contrast with what I had just come from— it must have been too much for me. I had come from seeing Death to seeing Life. That’s what I remember thinking. Probably the last thought I had.”

“Robert, I haven’t the words for this. I’m only a nurse.”

“Do you feel that what I’m saying— do you think it’s truthful?” he said.

“I was there. That’s what I know is truthful. I’m not talking about the facts of the battle, the day, the guns, the transports, all that. I’m talking about— I don’t know. I suppose the being there, just— the being there.”

“Why should any human being ever have had to go through that?” he said. “I don’t want to be trite— but what kind of God could allow that? They were boys, Ellie. They were boys. Yes: keen, fierce, trained. But you saw them. With their bad jokes. Flirting with you. Or awkward. Shy. All that pride. You saw them: boys.”

At the little stone jetty where Captain Aaronson had put Robert ashore in Ireland, two men on bicycles looked at the same green weeds that Robert had seen. One was dressed exquisitely for a country day: tweed knickerbockers, striped tie, Norfolk jacket. Big and hefty, he had hands that had once ripped the jaw off a grown man. The other was a small, nippy little crook and looked it.

No old black freighter appeared on the river that morning, nothing but cormorants and wheeling gulls. The two bicyclists turned away and, as Robert had done, ascended the slope into the village of Tarbert.

In a village shop they were told that, yes, other Americans often came through looking for their family roots, and indeed a Yank had been staying around here, but he was gone. Willingly the woman in the shop identified the house where, she was certain, he had stayed for two or three weeks.

The big man and his squirty sidekick rode their bicycles along the same little road that Robert had taken from the village. Past the same big beech tree they went, and at the gate to the small house they dismounted. The big man smiled to himself; he enjoyed the art of persuasion— or in his hands was it a science?

Shep, the mutt, the mongrel, saw the pair clamber down from their bicycles, but he didn’t dash out. The big man held up a hand directing Squirt to stay out on the road. Shep kept back, pacing anxiously; a growl would have formed in his throat had he not been such a show-off sissy of a dog.

Through her window, Molly O’Sullivan had seen the two men but hadn’t allowed them to see her. At the second knock she trembled at the force with which the door shook— and at the third she emerged. Mr. Vincent stepped right into her kitchen, uninvited. He took off his cap, as a gentleman should. For this particular inquiry he had decided on a change of strategy. He would abandon the general “roots” line and home in tighter.

“Pardon me, ma’am, I’ve come from Boston in the United States, and I’m trying to find my poor cousin. He may have been through here some weeks ago.”

“Now what was his name, sir?” said Molly.

“Robert Shannon.”

“And what would he be doing here?”

“He hasn’t been well, ma’am. His mind was injured in the war in Europe. I was there too, and I know how he suffered.”

“Oh.”

“I’m afraid, ma’am, that some foolish people thought a journey alone would be good for him. Did you by any chance see him?”

Molly said, “Would that be about the middle week in June?”

Mr. Vincent, eager and charming, said, “Yes, ma’am.”

Molly, with a thoughtful face, said, “I saw a youngish man, definitely a Yank, walking the road one day here.”

“Do you happen to know where he went?”

Molly pointed out the direction that Robert had eventually taken.

Mr. Vincent raised his cap again, such a gentleman, and said, “Thank you, ma’am.”

He stepped out of the house.

Memories attacked him— of a similar long narrow house that had only had a few rooms and didn’t even have a stone floor. The old voices began to scream through the caves of his mind; when younger he had actually put his hands over his ears to shut them out. Behind him, Molly began to close the door, having ensured that Shep had come in.

But Mr. Vincent turned— no, he swiveled— and walked back to the door. He opened it rudely and strode in, slamming the door behind him. Molly pressed herself back against the picture of Joseph Sarto, Pope Pius X, good friend to Cardinal O’Connell— and Mr. Vincent, not raising his cap, said, “Ma’am?”

This time, he didn’t have to explain himself. He reached out a huge hand and held it inches from her chin. The fingers curled in imitation of a strangler’s grip and she knew he could have lifted her off the ground. But he didn’t touch her. No assault took place.

Molly, stricken with fear, said, “Go and ask my husband. He talked to him.” She thumbed east. “He’s out there behind the house with my brothers. Joe!” she called.

Mr. Vincent, not wishing to engage at this stage with a group of men, left the house with swift grace. Molly, beautiful Molly with her high cheekbones, all but collapsed. When she looked out and saw that the two cyclists had traveled on, she ran through the back door and hurried a mile across the fields to the farm where Joe was working.

Mr. Vincent and Squirt rode away fast. Next they reached the iced-cake castle where, on summer days, Miranda lay in wait for passing strangers. When she heard approaching travelers, she would peer through a screen of trees and assess the oncomer. Then she would pounce— or not. Lately she had begun to fret regarding the unstoppability of motorcars and motorcycles; this morning the voices of the two cyclists alerted her.

Miranda went to her lookout post, narrowed her eyes, and stared. One of the men seemed a small dirty creature. The other frightened her. Miranda watched as they drew closer; they had travel bags tied to their bicycles.

She hid deep in the screen of trees and hoped they wouldn’t come into the castle— but they stopped at the gate.

Miranda closed her eyes, as if the act of not seeing them could remove them.

The men stood for some time, saying nothing, leaning on their bicycles. She dared not look. Then one of the two grunted, and in a moment she heard the slight clank of metal and the swish of wheels as they rode away.

Those passionate words that Robert spoke about the battlefield amounted to his longest speech in three years. Not since his days in the chancery when he worked for His Eminence had he come out with so many words and feelings. He said little more, and Ellie looked for nothing further.

They sat in the garden for some hours. Now and then she rose, wandered over to the gravel path or the lawn, and tugged out a weed. Or he stretched and threw the ball to the dog— who was too hot and lazy to chase it. At about four o’clock she began to clear the remainder of the dishes. As she was training him to do, Robert began to help with the clearing and washing-up and the tidying of the kitchen.

After some time he took her hand again and held it— this time as a trusting child might, and not a parent or a lover. Then he patted it, left the kitchen abruptly, climbed the stairs, and went into his room.

She stood in the hallway and listened. Sometimes at night Robert snored a little or muttered in his sleep. This afternoon the house was as quiet as a vault.

With a very clear view of the possible risks involved, Ellie went upstairs and pushed open his unclosed door. Fast asleep in the shadows, he lay as he always did: on his side, out on the edge, leaving most of the bed wide empty, like a man who might need to escape. Fully dressed, Ellie climbed into the empty space behind him and lay down, facing his back. He wore a blue sport shirt of her father’s and a pair of navy slacks; he was barefoot.

She thought about putting her arms around him, but did not quite see where she could reach. Instead, she rested her face softer than thistledown against his back, between his shoulder blades. He never moved; he continued to sleep. And she stayed there.

In time, she too dozed a little; he seemed in an especially deep sleep. She woke, he hadn’t moved, so she lay still, her face feeling the rise and fall of his breathing and the fabric of his shirt, slightly damp now. If she listened hard she could hear the river’s current in the fields outside.

The room grew bright again as the sun moved around the sky on its way into the west. She knew Robert was about to wake up; she felt his breathing change— and she did her best not to tense herself; she had a profound, desperate wish to seem as natural as possible.

But she didn’t know whether this step she had taken might cause him an emotional regress of some kind. All she could do was hope that he would see this as she viewed it, a natural development.

Robert opened his eyes; she almost believed that she heard his eyelids flutter. Then she felt his body tighten when he realized that she lay beside him, her face near his shoulders. She reached around and put a hand on his bare forearm.

“You slept well.”

Robert said nothing. He caught her hand and without a change of breath pressed it to his heart.

They lay like that for at least half an hour. If she twitched, he pressed the hand tighter; her circulation on that arm and wrist went from numb to fire to numb several times. Eventually she spoke.

“You must be hungry.”

“Such peace,” he said.

She pressed her face against his back one more time, did not— against all temptation— make her lips form a kiss, and slowly drew her arm away.

“Come down when you feel ready,” she said.

They ate dinner out of doors, in silence. He seemed exhausted, his afternoon’s sleep notwithstanding. Before dinner ended, he rose and went indoors. He had done this before and once or twice had reappeared. Not so tonight. This is a man who’s fighting so hard. How can I help? What in God’s name can I do?

When Ellie went to bed an hour or more later, she knew from the atmosphere on the landing outside his door that he had fallen asleep. She herself had no such luck. Tossing and turning, wrecking the bed again, writhing and then scolding herself, she achieved nothing but an imperfect night’s sleep.
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They arrested Mr. Vincent and Squirt in Limerick— two men traveling together, suspicious. In fact, they were arrested twice— first by the Irregulars and then by Collins’s army. Both sides let them go, but not without some drinks and good chat that lasted many hours. The big American had that kind of personality, and each time he agreed strongly with their aims— whether with the guerrillas and their bandoliers or the army in their stiff new uniforms; he had, after all, been a soldier himself.

Limerick posed other problems for him. Where would a traveler— on foot and tired from walking such as the man he pursued— seek lodgings? And for how long? Whom would he seek? Obviously he would look for anybody with the name Shannon, to see whether they might be related.

Cruise’s Hotel had no recollection of any such recent traveler— in fact, almost nobody had come to stay. “This blasted civil war. Thank God it’s dying down, sir,” said the desk clerk. Trying to help with the name Shannon, he sent him to the butcher.

“Yeh?” said the Chopper, glancing through the window at the little fellow holding the bicycles outside. As he told his bookkeeper, Nancy, afterward, “I’d trust neither of them as far as I’d throw them.”

“Could you be my mother’s cousin, Mr. Shannon?” asked Mr. Vincent, using his line of ancestral inquiry. “What terrific meat you have.”

“Yeh. What d’you want me to cut for you?”

Mr. Vincent laughed— and watched keenly as the Chopper played Excalibur with his boning knife on the butcher’s block.

“I guess you get a lot of Americans through here looking for their ancestors.”

“Arrah, why would they come into a butcher’s?”

“But if their names were the same as yours, sir?”

“Well, that’s not my own name, like. My father took that name from the man who left him this place.”

Chok! pull, chok! pull, went the Chopper with his boning knife, whose blade had been worn to a long curved sliver by years of whetting, a blade that was now as sharp as any blade in the world at that time— as Mr. Vincent well knew when he looked at it; he understood knives.

Nancy put her head out of her bookkeeping coop and said, “Isn’t it an odd thing that there’s no Shannons living here near the Shannon?”

The Chopper said, “There’s only me and the river. And ‘tisn’t even my name, like.” He caressed the boning knife and stuck it back in.

It takes a killer to know a killer. Mr. Vincent raised his cap and said, “Thank you all. I wished I lived here— if only for the meat.”

It rained on the two men as they rode their bicycles out of Limerick City. It rained and it rained. Squirt said he was for turning back (he had much enjoyed the comforts of Cruise’s Hotel); Mr. Vincent didn’t answer. They stopped under a tree but then rode down a short lane into a farm, where they stood in the barn and waited for the rain to pass.

The farmer appeared and invited them into the house for a cup of tea. Mr. Vincent accepted. Squirt declined (as he said later, farmers frightened him). Mr. Vincent sat by the fire and yarned with the farmer and his wife.

Skilled questioning elicited no trace of any wandering American passing through the place in the previous few weeks, but they gave him good advice. “There’s a man in Castleconnell, he’d trace your family back to Adam and Eve for you.”

Michael Tierney Michael the Lion, welcomed the big man with more cordiality than a master of ceremonies. He showed off his proud ledger, and he talked of his great successes. However, he erred when he said, “Yes, there was another fella came through here a few weeks ago.”

Mr. Vincent, sitting down in the same chair that Robert had occupied, said, “Did he say where he was going?”

In answer, Michael the Lion made his fateful stumble. “Now, I don’t know. I couldn’t rightly say, I mean.”

There spiked the snag, a linguistic misunderstanding—”I couldn’t rightly say.” Michael the Lion meant, in his colloquial way, I don’t actually know, and it wouldn’t be right of me to say and thereby possibly mislead you. But instead, Mr. Vincent believed that he had heard, It would not be right for me to tell you, because the man to whom you refer came here on private business and I do not wish to discuss my visitors.

Mr. Vincent drew his chair invasively close to Michael the Lion, who reached for the glass of whiskey on the floor beside him but knocked it over.

“Sir,” said Michael, and began to breathe a little heavily.

“Listen, you old fool,” said Mr. Vincent, “and look into my eyes as you listen. I can reach forward right now and hook my fingers into your mouth. I may dislodge some teeth as I do so; it happens with the force. But your jawbone will certainly break.”

In 1922 not many people— certainly not in Ireland— warned of the health dangers of drink. Men drank too much and they died, end of story. Michael the Lion’s intake, half a bottle of liquor a day, might not have seemed untypical among the 40 percent of the male population who drank. Being a sweet and gentle creature, and never too agitated, he stood in little danger from his consumption of alcohol. The greatest excitement in his life came from his wife’s baking or from the occasional stimulation of a Yank asking to climb the branches of the family tree. He had never been struck a blow in his life. And he had never known great physical exertion, not even as a schoolboy when he had sauntered as others ran.

When he looked into Mr. Vincent’s eyes and listened to the soft words spoken with more menace than the hiss of a snake, Michael the Lion’s heart seized.

“Okay,” said Mr. Vincent to the man turned chalk-white and sweating and convulsing in the chair, “you’re not much help.”

And Michael the Lion died.

Outside, Squirt couldn’t be seen. Mr. Vincent looked into the pub, found him, tiptoed in, and overheard Squirt saying to the assembled drinkers, “He’s following another Yank that came through. Plenty of dough. You should see the roll.”

When he felt the spiky tap on the back of his head Squirt downed his drink. Outside, he pushed back the strong and angry words.

“But you’re up to something, aren’tcha?” he said, with an air of cunning.

Squirt’s senses had been slightly blunted by the two fast whiskeys, and therefore he didn’t pick up on the warning signs. Indeed, he pressed on.

“Lookit. If you’re after some trick or something and there’s money in it, I’m yer man.”

Mr. Vincent said, “Squirt, lean your bicycle against the wall. Stand over here.”

He motioned to the square yard of ground just in front of him. Squirt stood as bidden, and the big man caught Squirt’s hair viciously with one hand and with the other drew a pointed fingernail down the length of Squirt’s exceptionally long nose.

“No talking about my business,” said Mr. Vincent. “To anybody. Ever.”

At the last moment he increased the pressure, split the skin to blood, and then pinched the extremely sensitive tip of the nose at the point where the nostrils met. Squirt yelped with pain.
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Contrary to what he had said, Robert did not stop writing. A few sentences some mornings, a few pages other mornings; words continued to pour out of him, bringing fatigue by every nightfall. But a notable change had begun to take place in him, a steadiness in mood and a sharpness.

Ellie observed it but took care not to comment.

As a result, she had a new concern— that he might go too far and destabilize himself again. She fashioned a ploy; she planned a long day away from the house. It was time for a journey that Robert had already tried to make, to the Shannon’s source.

She called him at six in the morning and he rose immediately. The weather seemed to have settled beautifully. With much wisecracking from her, and uninterrupted normality from Robert, they prepared a picnic and set off. Ellie handled her car with immense skill, far superior to Maeve MacNulty’s wild swinging across the roads.

That day Robert found once more that his recent-memory faculties had improved. He recalled this road with the gunmetal lakes, the sulfur smell, the rain on his bare head, the bloodshot, bloodhound eyes of the morose, lonely priest. This time, however, the journey got him where he wanted to go.

On the road to Swanlinbar they turned left and began to climb. On small lanes and tracks, between high hedges and then out into breathtaking open country, Ellie slowed down to five miles an hour so they could hear each other speak.

“This road doesn’t know it’s a road,” she said. “I hope we don’t break a spring. Or a vertebra.”

“Will they improve it?” asked Robert.

“They say they will. I doubt it. Their idea of improving anything is to look at it and talk about it and go away and have a drink. Anyway, a lot of people in Ireland think that motorcars are only a fad and we’ll get over it.”

Soon she had to stop. All pretext of a road surface had vanished, so she parked on the smoothest place she could find.

“We have about a mile to walk,” she said. “And we’ll take our food with us. There’s people around here would steal a rash off your skin. These are the Cuilcagh Mountains.” She had pronounced it carefully: “Kwil. Ka.”

He asked, “What does it mean?”

“Look down at your feet.” He looked. “What color is the stone?”

He bent and picked up a pebble. “It’s like chalk.”

“That’s it,” she said. “It’s the Irish word for chalk.”

They trudged happily through moorland, which turned into meadow. High skies took clouds across the sun now and then, and the patches of sunlight warmed their shoulders. Cows looked at them but did not feel moved to rise from their pools of grass. The meadow grew poorer: Clumps of mauve sedges interspersed with thin swaths of hay coarse grasses, and a straggly hedge of thorn to which some white blossom still clung. Far ahead of them, at the eastern top corner of the moor, stood a grove. They trudged through the spiky grass.

“Here we are,” Ellie said at last. “The Shannon Pot. The bottomless pool.” She stopped herself from adding, One of millions in Ireland.

Within the grove lurked a stand of water, from which a clear stream flowed over a brown bed. Dense bushes crowded low to the water’s edge. No life could be seen in the pool, it was too dark. Now and then a lazy bubble rose in the center, as though an underwater giant burped.

Robert stood and looked. “It’s wonderful,” he said.

Ellie said nothing, allowing him to impose his own vision on this modest blotch of water, smaller than a village duck pond.

“This is charming,” he said. “Since I was a boy I’ve dreamed of this.”

“Well,” she said, and grinned, “I’ll show you a boy’s trick. Grab a fistful of grass.”

They threw their fistfuls and some leaves into the pool, which swallowed them. Down, down, the green matter swirled out of sight, as though sucked beneath the surface of the water.

“Come on,” she said, and led Robert away from the pool, past some limping old fir trees and blasts of thorny yellow furze, to where a wide stream poured out of a rocky slot in the side of a knoll. “Stand here and watch.”

A few moments later the bright waters carried their leaves and grass out into the world again. They had been taken underground into the source of the Shannon and sent down a hidden cascade, to emerge on the side of the hill. Ellie led the way back to the pool, just in time to chase some inquisitive calves and birds off their food.

At the time of Robert’s visit to Ireland, many discussions boiled among Europe’s intelligentsia as to the possibilities and limitations of friendship between men and women. Some opined it impossible to have a true friendship between a man and a woman because natural forces would prevail, pressed habitually from the man’s side.

Others deemed it entirely possible, calling it a purer form of human connection and one that ought to be diligently pursued. On the chalky mountainside by the Shannon’s source that day, it could be argued that both schools of thought had a presence.

In reverse. On the one hand, there sat a young woman, buxom and energetic, full of her own natural forces and appetites, compelled by and desiring the man opposite her. On the other hand, he, emerging slowly from a state of severe damage, had as yet no sexual personality— and in any case had originally elected a celibate life.

They ate lunch. The day took on that Mediterranean warmth that is sometimes, almost freakishly, found in Ireland. Together, like a couple who have long known each other’s movements and decisions, they cleared the remains of the meal and repacked the bags. This left the rug clear.

Ellie stretched out. Robert remained sitting, gazing for a while at the low stony hills to the north, his face as open and calm as a flag of peace. Presently he lay down beside her, while she continued to lie on her back. He had not given a thought as to what would happen when he met Nurse Kennedy; he had had no such capacity. Nor had he surveyed or judged the life he had been living with her for several weeks now. He had merely taken everything as it came to him, never consciously acting in any way that he thought might be expected of him; he had been as spontaneous as a child.

Indeed, he wouldn’t have been able to define, if asked, what he might have thought was expected of him— by her or by anybody else. His abiding feelings, once he had retrieved some faculties, had to do with recovery, and he had wrapped that set of demands inside his quest for the river of his name.

She, however, lay there as on wires. What if he touched her— even by accident?

And then he did touch her— on the side of her face, very carefully. Not only that, he kissed her. He bent down and kissed her cheek. He put no pressure into the kiss— it was the kiss of an amateur, a boy’s first kiss, the lips together, the angle set awkwardly across her jaw. Then he kissed her again on the cheek, a little longer but not long at all. And then he lay down beside her and fell asleep.

To the two kisses Ellie offered no response. She forced away the desire to engage with him and lay there, feeling the sensation of his mouth on her cheek. Her response was a far cry from the sudden turning around to meet him that she felt like doing, and the wild eating of his mouth.

Aware that he could sleep for hours, she allowed him half an hour or so and then awakened him gently. For a moment he took in the clouds, the grove, the meadow, the cattle. Then he rose, gathered the rug and the bags with her, and began the happy walk back to the car.

What had happened? That question clanged around in her head like a stone in a bucket and came to no rest. She looked across at him from time to time as they walked through the grass.

This fine man might now return to the world in a different shape, a different calling from the one he had been following when he went away. If he did return to normal, and if he didn’t find his vocation again, what then? How would he spend his life? Could I spend it with him? I will. By Jesus, I will.

Nuns love archbishops, even one as unusual as Anthony Isidore Sevovicz. He rolled up to the convent in Portroe and was accommodated in the same room given Robert Shannon.

By the time he rang their doorbell, Sevovicz was fidgeting with excitement. He had met the postman with the bottle-glass spectacles, still fixing his gate. Sevovicz had ground his motorbike to a halt on the roadside and the man had squinted at him.

“Where is the River Shannon?” asked Sevovicz.

“There,” said the man, pointing. “It flows through that lake.”

“Where does it go from there?”

“Down that way,” said the postman pointing south the way Sevovicz had come, “and up that way,” pointing north.

Sevovicz hauled out his map. “What is the name of this lake?”

“Derg. The Red Lake.” The postman took out his cigarettes and offered the packet to Sevovicz, who declined. But the postman lit one anyway and said, “D’you know how the lake got its red name?”

“No,” said Sevovicz.

“Well,” said the postman. “ ‘Tis a long story.”

“I cannot wait to hear a long story,” said Sevovicz.

“Oh,” said the postman. “I’ll hurry up, so. A woman bled to death over there,” he said, pointing to the far bank. “She was a witch and they cut her throat and threw her into the lake. And when she was drowning she gurgled out the words that the lake’d be cursed and the water from her throat’d turn the lake red forever.”

Sevovicz looked at Lough Derg and said, “It isn’t very red now.”

“It is sometimes,” said the postman. “You’d have to be here when ‘tis red to see it.”

“I’m not very interested,” said Sevovicz.

The postman said, “What are you interested in?”

“I’m trying to find a young American priest who was walking the riverbank.”

“Oh, yeh,” said the postman. “He borrowed my bicycle. I’ll tell you where to find him; he’s staying with the nuns over in the convent in Portroe.”

“How far away is that?”

“Ah, you’ll be there in an hour or less,” said the postman.

Archbishop Sevovicz waved goodbye to his unreliable witness and, heart in mouth, rode hard to Portroe. It felt right— Robert would stay in a convent— familiar ground. He was safe!

In Portroe he discovered that Father Shannon had indeed come through and had indeed stayed.

“Oh, several weeks ago, Your Grace,” said Sister Rosario, “and are you the same man who wrote that beautiful letter, Archbishop Sevvyvicks?”

“Sev-oh-vitz.”

As he climbed the stairs to his room, Sevovicz shook his head in sorrow. He washed, rested, and appeared for dinner to a circumstance in which he never felt easy— a roomful of eager nuns. His performance skills came to his aid; he regaled them with gossip. Popes, cardinals, archbishops, bishops, monsignors— he knew them all and he told story after story. Before the evening had ended he had begun— almost— to enjoy the convent. More precisely, he had begun to enjoy himself.

The nuns gave him what little information they had about Robert— including a reproach. Father Shannon had disappeared too early in the morning to say the convent Mass. Sevovicz made a vague excuse for his young protégé— and then found himself unable to escape the same obligation.

Next morning at breakfast after Mass, the nuns handed him on.

“Oh, you will love Clonmacnoise, Your Grace. It’s the cradle of the Irish Church. And,” said the nuns, “you have to meet Mr. and Mrs. Mullen. They live right there. We sent Father Shannon to their house.”

Sevovicz gave expansive thanks, elaborate and gracious. They had, though, one more “gift”—they took him to see Sister Luke and the butter making.

The chemistry failed. Sister Luke refused to emerge from the cubbyhole at the back of the dairy. She put her head out for a brief moment, said loudly to Sister Rosario, “I don’t like the look of the man,” and closed the door. The Archbishop of Elk heard— and understood— every word she had said in her broad open accent, and he had to continue on his way unapprised of the miracles of Portroe butter.

Ellie drove them slowly back down the chalky tracks to the “good road,” as she called it. “Everything here is run on comparatives,” she said. “A good road is a road that doesn’t have mine shafts in it.” By now she had begun to feel a need to share with Robert everything she knew about herself. Aware that his back hadn’t yet the strength for such weight, she contented herself with offering parts of her past.

She showed him the house where her father was born— three generations of doctors. On the wall she pointed out where the builder had scratched the date 1715 and Ellie said, “Think of what this house has seen. My father used to say that nobody in Ireland had any need to learn Irish history. We all lived it, and we live it all the time.”

She told him how her family had prospered. “Swanlinbar was a spa town, a mineral spring. People came here from as far away as London to take the waters. But the waters were horrible, and they all got ill. My grandfather and my great-grandfather were the only doctors in the place. They made a fortune.”

She paused, thoughtful. “I often wonder if my great-grandfather came here because he knew the water was horrible.”

She laughed, then paused, thoughtful again. “Now that I think of it, maybe he knew what the water was like and started the spa in the first place.”

She drove to a long low house with a thatched roof just outside the town. “This is like a postcard,” she whispered.

An old man, sitting outside his door, waved.

“Dominic,” called Ellie, “I brought you a visitor.”

They sat and chatted. Dominic never took off his hat; Ellie went into his house and made tea.

When she came out she said, “Dominic, you shouldn’t have the chickens in the bed. I’ll have to get you a wife.”

“If it’s not going to be yourself,” he said, “you need’t go to the trouble.”

In the car, Ellie had briefed Robert. As a young man Dominic told stories for a living, especially in the winter. He worked for a farmer down in Virginia, County Cavan, and when the work dried up he went walking. In his head he carried a store of old tales that he had heard in his own home— because long ago, he said, both grandfathers had told stories by the fireside with grandeur and style.

The two grandfathers would visit at the same time on a Sunday afternoon, the one visiting his son, the other visiting his daughter. By six o’clock, thoroughly warmed in the veins, they would begin their alternating tales, surrounded by their adoring grandchildren, of which Dominic Brady was one. Each old man had sufficient respect for the other to keep the stories short, fifteen to twenty minutes or so.

To this storehouse Dominic added a new collection, because he always invited the people of the house he was visiting to tell him a story. He gathered hundreds of their tales, and though many of them fused inside his brain, he kept the great ones sufficiently apart to be able to tell them again and again.

“Do you know what Father Robert’s surname is?” asked Ellie. “He’s called Robert Shannon.”

Dominic almost took off his hat.

“You’ll have to tell him the story of the Shannon,” she said.

“I’ll do anything for the woman I’m mad about,” said Dominic. And to Robert he added, “This woman saved my life, and she won’t marry me. You could marry us here now, couldn’t you, Father?” And he winked.

“Come on now, Dominic,” Ellie said. “You’ve a good audience here.”

She sat in her chair and arranged herself as though about to listen long and enjoyably. Robert took his cue from her and made sure he could see Dominic’s face. Dominic rubbed his hands, cleared his throat, took a few seconds of silence, and began his tale.

“When you live by a river you’re always watching it. You watch it flowing, you wonder if it flowed as fast or as slow yesterday or last year. And you throw a stick into it, to see where the river takes it. There goes that stick, you say to yourself, bobbing and dancing and thrashing down the stream like myself traveling across my own life. You’re hypnotized, mesmerized by looking at the current.

“But if you’re born by that river, that’s a different case entirely. You don’t just look at the river, you feel the river. I can tell when I wake up in the morning, before I look out the window— I can tell what mood the river is in. My bones know it. And my very veins know it.

“If my body is ninety percent water, eighty-nine percent of that ninety percent is the Shannon. And therefore I’m delighted to meet a man who is named after that river. I never before met a man with the name of Shannon— but I can tell you now, it’s going to be one of the best things that ever happened to me.

“So I understand very clearly why you want to know the origin of your name and the name of our great river. The origin of your name I can stab a guess: that your family was thrown off their land in the Plantations that went on from the late fifteen hundreds to the year eighteen hundred and after.

“And that your family took to the roads and that they found a pleasant spot of commonage somewhere along the banks of the river, a place they wouldn’t be thrown off of, because nobody wanted land that poor. But it was a strong enough place for them to build a mud cabin and get in out of the wind and the rain. And you’ll probably never find that mud cabin, because it had no foundation. There won’t even be a mark on the ground.

“So, Father Shannon, you’re following the journeys of your ancestors in a deeper way than you know, because they too wandered along the banks of the river. And where they came to rest and built their mud cabin, the local people didn’t know them and so they called them ‘the Shannons’—that is to say, the people, those strangers, who’re living over by the river.

“At least that’s how I’d guess it happened. And I’d say I’m not far wrong. As to the origins of the river’s own name and how she came to be called Shannon? Ah, that’s a thing of magic that comes from the past, from back in the days when you’d look up to the hills and you’d see a god looking down at you and you’d hope he’d be smiling. And now I’ll tell you the story of how the Shannon got her name.

“All over Ireland, where a river forms a quiet pool or a little oxbow pond, there you’ll find growing a stand of hazel trees. The countryside around here is alive with hazel trees, and in September the children go out with bags and baskets and gather thousands of the nuts.

“The hazelnut has a hard shell, but when you crack it open it has a kernel that gave rise to the saying As sweet as a nut— because it has a perfect little body and tastes delightful, especially if you flick a little tang of salt onto it.

“Now over there in the chalky flinty mountains where the Shannon rises, there grew nine hazel trees, by the pool of the Shannon’s fount, the Shannon Pot. This was called Connla’s Well in ancient times, after the man who owned the land where flowed the pool.

“By the way, this pool was so famous that to this very day you’ll find people arguing over where it was. ‘Twas known too as the Pool of Knowledge, and there’s people so keen to lay claim to this place and its nine hazels that they’ll say it was on their own land, be that farm a hundred miles and more from here. The people of Ormond down in Munster, they’re very keen to insist that it was their well on their territory. Not at all. This is where it is, up in them stony hills, and this is where it always was, ever since a god put his finger down on the ground and made a hole for water to come up.

“Ancient Ireland was governed by gods; there was whole families of them. One of our most famous gods was Lir, or Lear, on whom it is said William Shakespeare the Englishman modeled his crazy old fellow. But our man was a different fellow altogether.

“Now he had a son called Mannanan MacLir, and this son was a god in his own right. He lived in the middle of the Irish Sea, on the island we call to this day the Isle of Man, after Mannanan the son of Lir. Sometimes he lived above the waves on the land, sometimes he lived in the kingdom under the sea. He had three legs, a curious physical property, which enabled him to leap across the mountains like a goat or swim through the waves like a magic sea creature.

“Now Mannanan MacLir had a beautiful granddaughter called Sionnan. It can be pronounced See-o-nan or Shunnan, and she was a very clever girl. Sitting beside her grandfather’s throne one day, she heard him tell some visitors all about the Pool of Knowledge. He described for them how the water that bubbled out of the ground was as good as a medicine for all ills.

“And he told of how the water changed color into a healing purple when the hazelnuts from the nine trees overhanging the pool fell into the water as they ripened in September. Then he told them of the faculties of the Nine Hazels; these were the most important trees in his world.

“One was the Hazel of Science, one was the Hazel of Philosophy, one was the Hazel of Color, one was the Hazel of Poetry, one was the Hazel of Dancing, one was the Hazel of Carving, and so on; these trees were known as the Many-Melodied Hazels of Knowledge. And he told his listeners that when the nuts from these trees fell into the pool, the salmon swimming there took them, cracked them in their teeth, and ate them, thus acquiring all the knowledge in the world.

“This, as you can imagine, made the pool a place that every druid in Ireland wanted to visit. They all went there, secretly or on pilgrimages, but none of them ever caught a salmon, and therefore none of them ever imbibed all the knowledge of the world. Only one man ever did— that was much later— and he was the great warrior god Finn MacCool. But that’s a story for another time and another day.

“Well, the princess Sionnan’s ears flapped when she heard this tale, and without saying a word to anybody she decided that she would be the one to catch the Salmon of Knowledge. When the palace was asleep, she went up onto the battlements and gathered her cloak around her.

“The cloak was a present from her grandfather for her twenty-first birthday, and it had a magic property. When she gathered it around her, it made her capable of flying; all she had to do was nod in the direction she wanted to go and she flew there, high above the trees. The tightness of the cloak kept her warm.

“As dawn broke she landed gently and safely on the little slope that you’ve seen below the Pot, where the river bubbles up from beneath the ground. She waited for a little while for the sun to rise fully over the mountain, and when she had enough light she went forward to the pool and knelt down.

“At first she saw her own reflection in the waters. And then, when she looked closer and a helpful sunbeam lit the pool, she saw a wonderful salmon. He was as silver as a ring and as pink as a baby and he looked so intelligent that she knew he must be the Salmon of Knowledge. (In truth, she didn’t need to catch that one fish; any salmon from that pool— if caught, cooked, and eaten— would have delivered the same load of learning.)

“Sionnan kept very still. She watched and she waited and she waited and she watched. Now what she didn’t know was that women were expressly forbidden even to look at the Nine Hazels— Nurse Kennedy loves this part of the story, don’t you, Nurse? And here was she, a young woman, looking up at these wonderful trees and their abundant branches, and about to feast, she believed, on Art and Music and Science and Thought and Dancing, especially Dancing, and all the other wonders of which she had ever dreamed.

“Keeping very cool, she lowered her hands into the water. The beautiful salmon saw the lovely hands and swam toward their enticement. But the minute the salmon touched the girl’s hands a mighty rush of sound was heard. A wave, big as an ocean’s billow, rose up in that little pool and sucked the lovely princess right off the bank and into the water. The pool boiled like a kettle, took her down three times, and drowned the girl.

“And then what happened? A hundred yards along from the pool, the Pot expelled her and she came out of the ground with the water and flowed down the stream, her body in its white gown, rigid and straight on the surface. Down the stream she flowed, jostled a little here and there, until the stream connected to the wider stream farther down, the stream called the Owenmore, which means big river, and from there into Lake Allen.

“But Lough Allen didn’t want this renegade princess, and the stream had to leave that lake and flow on down. And on down it flowed, on down and down, through all the other lakes: Ree, the lake of kings, and Derg, the red lake. None of them would keep the dead Princess Sionnan in her long white gown— until eventually all the streams and tributaries took pity on her and decided to take her body back to the sea that was governed by her grandfather.

“And so they took the Princess Sionnan down the length of Ireland and out into the ocean, where her bereft grandfather, Mannanan MacLir, the great god with the three legs, met the corpse and took it with him down to his palace on the seabed, where he mourned her for three hundred days and three hundred nights.

“Then he gave the grand order that the stream now flowing down through Ireland— the stream that the waters themselves formed to carry the dead Princess Sionnan— that it now had the status of a river and must henceforth be known as the river of Sionnan. And that’s how the Shannon got its name.

“Now I’ve heard tell of different origins for the name. I’ve been told that the word Shannon comes from a cranky old monk called Senan who lived down in the river estuary and didn’t like women.

“And I’ve been told too that the word Shannon is made up of two words— sean or shan, meaning old, and abhann or owann, meaning river—but that’s such a dull idea you’d have to ask what good it is to anyone.”
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When they left Dominic’s house, Robert seemed animated, much more like the man Ellie had known in France. He made no reference to the picnic or what had taken place between them. On his return, he helped swiftly and coordinatedly with preparations for an evening meal. He dropped nothing on the floor. And he did not, this evening, crash into the furniture.

But Ellie had difficulty with her own control. She felt knocked off balance, not as much by the actions between them as by the unspoken questions— and their possible answers. Over and over she had asked herself, These are the key questions. Is he, does he consider himself, still a priest? Is this turning into something?

She had watched Robert’s every move, had observed him more closely than anybody had ever done, and her report would have fascinated Dr. Greenberg. In the first days after Robert’s arrival, she would have described his progress as two steps forward, two steps back. For every hour he spent in “normal” mode, he spent an equal hour in a fazed state. By that she meant that she found him out of tune with himself and the world, much too prone to falling heavily asleep.

Deliberately, if by instinct, she had fed Robert copiously. After a meal he enjoyed, she thought him more loquacious and less frayed. Seeing such a result, she planned three meals and three snacks a day. When he kept to her schedule of the day, he ate breakfast, a midmorning snack, lunch, a midafternoon snack, an evening meal, and a bedtime sandwich. Sometimes he missed breakfast, sometimes he missed dinner. After a week or two she woke him from any sleeps that would have obliterated a mealtime.

He gained no weight; he had a greyhound’s frame. Nonetheless, she walked him for exercise every day, wet or fine. And always by the river; the water, she saw, calmed him and stimulated his curiosity.

At no time in those weeks did Robert show any amorous interest. Although his shyness fell away within hours of his arrival, she attributed that to the powerful shared experience of the war. Thereafter, in normal moods, he moved through the house like an absentminded husband; when she reflected upon it, she marveled at the immediate and complete ease between them.

Now she wanted the relationship to develop but had no idea how it could. Priests, she had always known, constituted the most forbidden fruit of all, more off-limits even than cousins or other women’s husbands. Yet here in her home dwelt this man who had touched her spirit from the first moment she saw him— in very different circumstances. And now he lived with her as though that was intended, sharing everything except her bed. What’s to be done? Is he priest first and man second? Or the other way around?

By instinct she had told nobody of the company in her house. Nobody ever came to the front door. Callers would assume she was away, that she had taken a vacation from the hospital— although she did take in the delivered milk can every morning. Sometimes she slipped out to do some essential shopping while Robert slept, but she always left a note on the kitchen table saying where she had gone and specifying her expected time of return; otherwise her garden gate, the access to the rear of the house, already secluded, now remained firmly locked. But by raising the level of privacy, she had intensified the sense of intimacy.

On the way home from the picnic, these feelings— of comfort, passion, and inquiry— melded in her, increasing until she felt ready to burst.

In this— self-generated— passion she had to know something, and she had to find a release, no matter how temporary, from the pressure.

They spoke little that night. Climbing the stairs a step behind Robert, Ellie said to herself that what was to come next would be ordained by powers she knew nothing about, and she would be carried where those powers took her.

On the landing, his door stood nearest and he opened it wide and walked in. She hesitated for a second and walked on to her own room, where she opened her door wide and left it open as he had done. This is getting comical.

Inside, she put her lighted candle on her night table and walked to her long mirror. Have I changed in any way? Oh, don’t be ridiculous.

She stood there listening, trying to identify Robert’s actions from his movements. In a few moments the dancing shadow thrown on the landing wall by his candle disappeared and she heard the click of his door as it shut. Returning to the life she had lived here when alone, she undressed completely before drawing on her nightdress, climbed into bed, blew out the candle, and— to her own surprise next morning— slept all night.

The next day turned unusually warm— hot, even. From time to time, great black thunderclouds came down the track of the river and they heard distant rumbles. No rain or lightning came. The sun shone un-blinkingly down.

They ate lunch indoors to stay cool. Ellie had made egg salad, roasted some chicken thighs, baked some hot soda bread, and had found some more strawberries in the garden. She poured rich cream into a yellow pitcher. When Robert came down to her call— she had not seen him since breakfast— she asked, “How are you?”

He said, “Just fine,” and sat down.

She filled his plate; she filled his glass with milk; she helped herself. Usually they talked all the time— or at least all the time that Robert felt capable of talking. If he didn’t, she often chattered on, telling him tales from the hospital or of her parents’ lives or local neighbors; she had an inexhaustible and amusing fund of local comment.

Today she said nothing— and he likewise said not a word. They finished eating; both sat in their chairs, scarcely moving. By now the silence had grown so obvious it needed to be broken. And still neither person spoke. The dog slept on an armchair. Not a sound could be heard.

A sudden breeze slammed a door and Ellie rose to check. In the hallway, she understood the reason for Robert’s withdrawal; a sheaf of pages sat on the hall table with, on top, a page with the single word FINISHED.

She picked them up and felt their weight. She stroked them but didn’t attempt to scan their content. She put them down again and moved objects on the table to make room. She deployed an ivory ornament as a paperweight. She rearranged a framed photograph of her parents to stand near the papers, lending them authority, watching over them.

When she walked away and looked back, the manuscript’s presence dominated the hall. Thin and orderly, the document looked as though it might be a short family history or a paper of academic thought. Ellie tapped the pages one more time for luck— and when she returned to the kitchen where Robert sat, she had the means of breaking the silence.

“You’ve written more than I thought. Have you read it all?”

Robert said, “No.”

“If you wish, I’ll sit with you.”

Her attitude offered him no choice. They went into the hall and fetched the sheaf of papers, and she led the way to the most comfortable chairs in the house, in the drawing room, and handed the papers to Robert. Ashen-faced, he began to read his own account of one of warfare’s most famous battles, written within, as he admitted later, his own narrow focus. After the second page he raised his head and asked, “Would you— read it at the same time?”

She took the two pages that he handed to her and began to read.


After crossing the ocean, we sat for many days in our uniforms in an anonymous building on the outskirts of a town, waiting for our orders and our transport. The men had nothing to do except smoke cigarettes or play cards, or hunt for the next cup of coffee. Other than at a ball game, I had never seen so many men in one place, except that these fellows became very bored. One or two soldiers talked to me a little, said their wives were frightened, and we wrote letters to their families.

The senior officers seemed exceptionally civil and, although they didn’t have to, they included me in all their discussions and briefings. They reckoned— as they told me— that a man who can keep the secrets of the Confessional isn’t a blabbermouth.

At last, on the first day of June, we were told that we were likely to “travel soon but not far. “ A “big opportunity” awaited no more than an hour or two away; they showed me the map. They said some troops had already been there for more than ten days, and others were drifting in.

No casualty reports had yet come through, because no real fighting had yet taken place. Both armies were no more than digging trenches and making shapes as yet, and our colonel said the marines would only go in “when the fur begins to fly. “ I spoke to many of the officers and asked whether they wished me to write letters home for them; they could surely be excused such duties, given their great burden of responsibility. These men, though trained like machines, were gentlemen; it was my privilege to move among them.

I was chafing, because I had no means of viewing the future. For me the greatest advantage of a priest’s life was the sweetness of the road ahead, a known journey, though not without challenges, to eternal salvation in the sight of God.

On the morning after I had been wrestling with this thought, I received validation of my chafing. The pattern of sound around us suddenly changed— shouts, engines, noise— and we began to move out to a train station. After some bumpy hours across wide green countryside, we were disembarked from the train and formed up again.

We began to march steadily forward until we soon meshed with other Americans, and I understood that we had come to the rear of our forward lines. I became enjoyably accustomed to the rhythmic beat of boots marching. After each halt I welcomed the restart and marveled at how quickly the rhythm reestablished itself.

In good time, or so we were told, we reached a broad and deep military encampment, where, I learned, we stood almost three miles east of the enemy front line and, after another march, two miles. The officers beside me gestured to a dense line of trees and rocky outcrops in the distance ahead of us. Somewhere to the south, a church bell began to ring.

We turned our flank to the direction of that church bell and marched down a long slope. I took an opportunity to step out of the line and look back at our troops. Thus I saw, for the first time, an army on the move; that is to say, I viewed an entire military operation. Beige countryside dust rose as lines and lines of men, rows of trucks, and wheeled guns trundled forward; horses toiled as they hauled; some, ridden by officers, pranced.

Our destination soon became known: a village that the men would call Juicy Lucy or Lucy Birdcage, the little hamlet of Lucy-le-Bocage. We halted there with some thought that we might yet have to move ahead to the village of Bouresches, where supplies and medical facilities had already been established. From the tiny square of Lucy-le-Bocage I saw, when I had a moment, my first view of the hill that was known as Belleau Wood, the place that comes back to my mind more than I wish.

I murmur the words crown of thorns when I think of Belleau Wood. The grove sat on a high crag, and the ungainly ragged trees looked like the crown of thorns on Christ’s pale forehead above a white cliff that represented His face. My impression was further heightened by the contrast between this painful crown and the surrounding countryside, because Belleau Wood sat above a beautiful wide wheat field, which, that day, smiled in the sun.

The bugle called early on Friday morning, and the colonel asked if I would bless the corps. His tone had changed to somber and efficient. What, I asked myself, did the officers know of what lay ahead? We soon found out. The following two days, Saturday and Sunday, told me some of the answers. On Monday, I lowered myself into Hell.

It will not be possible for me to give an account of every hour of any day. I mean, however, to give a general sense of this intensive action. My activities of necessity reached far beyond the spiritual and took place on what I may truly call a battlefield— that is, a field on which a battle was fought.

Before I went to France with the marines, I imagined that battlefield had a more general meaning, referring to a county or province in which regiments advanced upon each other. Now I have seen and experienced a place that was, truly, a battlefield.

That golden wheat field was full of standing grain, spreading beneath the height of Belleau Wood like a sea beneath a cliff Never was there such a benign and lovely sea; never was there such a death-dealing cliff

Though I am no expert in such matters, my measurement of that portion of the wheat field which faced us was about four hundred yards long and not more than eighty yards wide. My measurement of the grim cliff put it at a hundred feet and more, rising sheer above the ears of wheat. I concede that there may be no accuracy in that measurement, because all proportions altered and went out of shape in the smoke of the gunfire.

Our problems arose in the width more than the length. Our marines had to cross this eighty yards of naked wheat in order to silence the guns that fired at us unceasingly from high in the crown of thorns. It became my understanding that more than two hundred enemy machine-gun nests had been concealed in the wood and ringed its edge. In addition, many enemy snipers had taken up positions in the higher branches of the trees on the woodland fringe.

Crossing that field on foot, climbing that crag, and entering that grove of trees— no other means existed by which our men might take Belleau Wood.

The wheat field waved beautifully in the breeze, but sadly, as I would discover, it also bent under the force of fire, the pressure of falling soldiers, and the weight of their blood on the golden ears of grain, because from dawn on that first day’s action, men walked in lines into the wheat field and were shot down in great numbers. This continued without cease all day; we suffered appalling casualties.

I remained, as ordered, behind the lines, with nothing to do but await burial orders. None came through; we had no safe means of retrieving our fallen men. Nor could I exercise any spiritual care, because to speak with the men about to go into that wheat field seemed almost an intrusion; I made myself the purveyor of cigarettes and coffee as I walked among them, wondering which of them I should never see again.

The fall of night, however, altered my position. When gunfire ceased, I, out of curiosity, I must admit, went forward to the edge of the wheat field and crouched there in the dark. What was my motive? I am unable to say. It cannot be an attraction to Death, whom I had already seen in his many, mostly regrettable, forms in my pastoral work. Whatever the reason, I huddled there in the dark, alone, trying to see into the golden sea of wheat.

At that moment my role in that war altered. I was changed not by what my eyes saw but by what my ears heard. Here and there in the night came cries, some loud, some faint. At first I thought them night birds, or the unfamilar animals of France— until I began to discern words. These were the cries of our men, cut down in the field of wheat and unable to move because of their wounds. Sometimes the owls called too, and once or twice— it was an especially warm and balmy night— came the lovely melodic songs of nightingales.

I did not know what to do, and I spent a night of great anguish. By dawn next morning I had decided. Without asking permission to attach myself to a detail— it did not occur to me that I should— I went with our first advance of that day’s marines into the wheat field. They set out on their frightful work by crawling into the wheat; they carried little by way of kit and no more than one weapon each; most did not even carry grenades, in the interest of traveling light.

Without reference to them, as I did not wish to make them responsible for me, an untrained man, I tried as best I could, working my elbows and knees, to keep up with these magnificent soldiers and was assisted in doing so by the ground’s roughness, which kept us all at the same pace. At the time I was not wholly certain why I did what I was doing; I believe now I had the hope I might do no more than visit Holy Rites upon those who fell. At one moment I raised my head and saw that we made a long line, one man deep, and the marines carried their rifles at the ready. I was on the extreme right of that line. Though my heart sank and my eyes blurred with fear, I was at war and it was too late for me to turn back.

Noises of war, I discovered, bear no resemblance to any other sounds of life. It is true that, in the absence of defined expectation, any sound will be different; but I had not expected, on that first day, the sharpness of the whistling sounds or the awfulness of the bullet’s finishing thud.

It will at once be understood that I am discussing enemy bullets as, first, they fly through the air and, then, as they find their target. When I saw what such a bullet can wreak, it became at that moment the most infernal sound I had ever heard.

My first casualty came soon as, still crawling on elbows and knees, I found in my pathway what I took to be a crude pile of indeterminable material. It was the body of one of our men who had died the previous day. As I murmured a prayer— he was so shattered that I made no search for anointing points— I heard a fierce cry and raised my head.

Some yards to my left, a young corporal, a fine boy of twenty-two years from Oklahoma with whom I had spoken the previous day, had just been shot in the throat. He was struck so precisely that it became immediately plain to me that his German assassin— probably another boy of the same age— must have seen him clearly By then many of our men had abandoned concealment and had begun to walk through the waist-high wheat in a steady advance upon the wood. How frightful that was. The enemy gunners merely had to take aim and fire; that was how the Oklahoma boy suffered his fate.

My senior chaplain and I had long agreed that the Last Rites of the Church should be applied liberally owing to the fact that I might not always know whether a fallen comrade shared my religion. In this case, as in so many others to come, I had no opportunity to ask. The Oklahoma boy died as I reached him, with one eye open, one closed. He lay on his side, and a wide globule of blood kept pulsing from his throat.

With my vial of oils in my hand I anointed the five points of seeing, hearing, smell, taste, and touch and spoke the Act of Contrition in his ear.

Then I stood up but immediately threw myself down again beside my dead comrade as two of the chilling whistles came in, one above my head, one beside my ear. The marine directly beside me went down. Almost before I had finished prayers with this first fallen man beside me, I went to the second man. He was also dead; his head had come apart.

This will not be an account of military strategy or battle tactics. I am not a soldier; I do not understand war or the military life; I scarcely knew the name of the brigade to which I had been assigned. My mission in France required that I care for the spiritual welfare of my comrades. I was their chaplain. In the event which I experienced, I believe it was demanded of me, whether I wished or wanted it, to help with their physical needs too.

Nor can I give an account of every day and every hour; I believe I was present for five days; others may have been on that field of battle for up to twenty. My account means to give a general sense of the action at the Bois de Belleau, the wood of Belleau, and I can do no more than meld together my impressions taken from all of my days there.

Matters continued that morning as they had begun. Some yards ahead of me, another large marine went down, his weapon dropped from his hand. I crawled to him and found him lucid. Discovering that he had no fatal prospects, we stood up and began to move, but my zigzag pattern distressed him and he attempted to stop me, as the effect on his wounded legs was proving unendurable.

In any case, I had no choice; as I began to lower him to the ground, a thud of fire, brief and awful, sounded in his body. Now I knew that he was dead, almost by the time I settled his body on the ground. The enemy bullets hit him in the back and passed through into his heart, I presume, and his lungs, because he fell spewing blood. I fell with his body on top of me, and from that position prayed with him and for him. But all his senses had gone. The defeat of this moment was dreadful and immense and remains so.

After that reverse, I edged myself out from beneath my comrade’s body and lay low amid the wheat for I know not how long. I saw insects; I even observed a small bird perched and swaying on an ear of wheat. Under the sun the ground grew hot as a baker’s tray. I saw blood trickling down a golden stalk of wheat.

As I lay there I determined to try and analyze the rhythm of the battlefield. Soon I wished that I had not. A pattern of sound existed— it comprised a short burst of fire from far away and a shout or a scream nearby. Then came a series of the dreadful stammering metallic sounds and many screams.

This caused me to raise my head, and I saw that some of our men who were still on their feet had now stripped to the waist and were moving steadily forward, advancing on Belleau Wood, firing their weapons and shouting as they went. Most were mown down as I watched; they spun or toppled almost as though playing a game in which they had agreed to abide by the rules. Some few made it to the shelter of the crag’s overhang and began to climb.

I determined to press on too, hoping to find men who could be helped, if wounded. By now I think I must have determined that rescuing wounded men was more important than Last Rites. On all fours I made my way down the line— or where the line had been, because I would, in time, come to body after body after body.

Encounter after encounter proved futile— again and again I received the impression of mere piles of rags. In each case I anointed the dead man and traveled on. I was running out of the holy oils. Then I found a boy of nineteen, who had been hit in the shoulder and who had spirit. I asked him, “Can you run?” and he said, “I can try, sir.”

Our cover behind us, from which we had set out, stood perhaps twenty-five yards back; this was the farthest distance that I had yet penetrated the wheat field; that gives a measure of the enemy fire. On my count to three we rose, linked arms like husband and wife, and began to zigzag in a half trot, half gallop. I heard the deadly mechanical rattle, then several rattles; mercifully, nothing struck my young comrade, and we made it to cover.

Numbers of marines awaiting their turn for battle saw us, and all their training failed to control their delight at seeing a surviving comrade. They cheered him as though he had carried the day. Such is the true human spirit that shows through the inferno.

An adjutant to the colonel had come to that meeting point. He ordered me to return with him, not to Lucy-le-Bocage but to Bouresches, where we had our nearest quarters. In the field hospital there I was given coffee. Soon, I was taken before the colonel and after some discussion I was allowed to resume my little operation. With new supplies of the oils, I set out again.

For that day and the next three or four days (I still find it difficult to count), I made several forays out onto that wheat field. Often I believed that the enemy gunners must have guessed that my presence did not threaten them, because their shooting was haphazard and never greatly endangered me.

On my hands and knees, on those terrible days, I continued to meet only those who had paid the fullest price. Three, four, five, six— ten bodies in a row bore heartrending testament to the accuracy of the gunners against us. My estimate is that few of the fallen men exceeded twenty-five years in age, boys in fine condition and wonderful training, who had now been made as nothing. The whole field became a place of “rags,” as I now perceived their gallant fallen bodies. The word Haceldama kept ringing in my mind, the field of blood of the Scriptures.

Impressions persist. On one stretch of this grueling crawl along our line, I encountered a living soldier. He twisted himself this way and that on the ground, and I put out a hand to subdue him, telling him that a friend had arrived. With great force he grabbed my arm and hauled me to him, cursing and swearing. The sight of my chaplain’s tabs did not cause his language to abate— but my grip on both his hands did. Such fire as had struck him had taken away the strength of his legs; I discovered later that he had been shot in both knees, apparently by one bullet. Such are the strange vagaries of a battlefield.

We lay on the ground together, heads close, and I began to speak to him, to reduce his terror. He told me that he had put up his head to look for help and had seen his captain cut down a few feet away. I told him I knew; the captains was the body I had just then anointed. I helped him reach for his supply of water and waited until he had drunk; now his anguish was beginning to subside.

He asked as to the state of the battle and I told him that we seemed to be in a lull; it was now close to noon and the heat was rising fast. When we had spent maybe fifteen minutes alongside each other, I proposed to him that we try to get back to our lines, trusting to the good luck I seemed to be having. His movements, with no power in his legs, proved clumsier than I had anticipated, yet I nevertheless managed to get one arm around him and then hauled him up, half astride me on one shoulder.

As I looked, I saw a sergeant flap a hand at me like a flag: Down! Down! I sank. In that position I spent a half hour and more, taking care to keep the blood flowing to my knees by sliding carefully across the field, hauling my injured comrade.

On another occasion, I had better fortune. This man had fallen, his knee destroyed, but he was light and slight and no great burden, and not one shot whizzed near us as I carried him from the field.

Not all my memories offer such reward; the abiding impressions are of disturbance and pain. Any human being who has not witnessed war has no understanding of what it feels like. The human body, when killed or terribly wounded in such circumstances, acquires an unexpected looseness of limb, a sagging of flesh. Bodies fall apart more easily than we realize when we are inhabiting them. A limb gets torn off in the blink of an eye, an eye bursts out from a head under the dreadful force of a bullet or a bomb. Policemen know this, and forensic doctors, as do soldiers who have been on active duty; they have all shoveled loose human flesh into bags, rough caskets, and graves.

Those of us who returned safely to our lines were, naturally, those of us who could. This starkly obvious fact did not strike me for some time, at least not until we had come back down into our own encampment and reached for water or coffee or whatever we had been offered.

Confusion dominated much of the event. We had— and could acquire— so little information. No runners could be used to carry messages; they would not have survived. The officers and men questioned us when we returned: What was happening out there? Were we retreating or regrouping? What were our casualties? I was now ordered to stand down.

That day, however, a larger question emerged and began to dominate: What had become of most of our number? Were we assuming that all who had not returned had been fatally wounded? This thought had not occurred to me and I asked for permission to return to the field and find those of our comrades who still breathed. I had to ask many times. Permission was denied.

I waited until night fell and I could not be seen, and then I went back out into the wheat field and by good fortune was able to find my way to those who called out.

To summarize: My battle, if I may call it that, had begun on a beautiful summer day in June. Our soldiers fought from one stalk of wheat to the next. To get anywhere near the machine-gun nests on that crown of thorns, they had to cross a wide field of grain, and they had to cross it over and over. Even when they did get into Belleau Wood on the other side, every rock outcrop had, we learned, an enemy machine gun behind it.

The enemy strategy left us with hand-to-hand combat as our only solution, since no artillery bombardment of ours could pinpoint such a widely scattered and deeply concealed array of machine-gun nests. When the German gunners opened up, our men fell as wheat before the reaper. I saw them drop.

That vision, and the piles of garbage to which those human beings were reduced, and the prevalence of blood— that is how I shall ever remember war. My sadness, my incurable grief, will always be that I never did enough for my comrades.



Robert finished reading the last page and handed it to Ellie. She read it and laid it facedown on the stack of papers. He looked directly at her, his eyes wide. Neither spoke a word as they held eye contact. In time each sat back and looked away, their bodies aching from the tension that had held them taut as bowstrings.

“That was how I remember it too,” she said. “The truth tells itself, even when it’s understated.”

“What was your role?” he said.

“To take the pressure off you.”

“Tell me,” he said.

She had been posted from the larger base at Bouresches to the field hospital at Lucy-le-Bocage, the place to which Captain Shannon returned at night. With the unquestionable strength of all natural alliances, she became more or less his receiving nurse, as he brought men in from the field of battle. She never even paused to marvel at his efforts. Her job, she told him, was to be there and take care of the wounded as reliably “as the hands travel round the face of the clock.”

Robert said, “Do you know, I have never known how many men survived— I mean, of the ones that I found.”

“You brought in over a hundred men. Day and night, mostly night. Most of them lived.”

Robert nodded, taking in this information.

She told him that within a couple of days she had drawn attention to the number of men being rescued by the chaplain. That was when she had decided to take care of Captain Shannon himself. As this dreadful failing operation continued, long before the first whiff of victory, long before the crazy bravery that finally silenced the enemy machine guns, she would lecture the chaplain. If he wished to take care of others, she told him, he must begin to take care of himself. It was a moral matter.

She showed him how. Pulling yards of strings, she arranged a series of fresh uniforms so that every morning he had clean fabrics to wear. And every night, no matter what time he finally came in, exhausted and covered in the blood of others, she made him virtually a patient— that is to say, she cared for him as for a patient, this man of whom the entire camp had begun to talk. She laid him down in his exhaustion, she bathed him discreetly, she checked him for wounds, and she organized his food.

“Everybody watched me doing this,” she said, “and nobody stopped me.” No jealousies arose, nor did anybody issue countermanding orders. They understood that the chaplain needed physical backup for his extraordinary scheme. “And in any case,” she said, “they saw that for the rest of the time I worked harder than anybody else.”

It seemed as though she meant to match the chaplain’s stamina pound for pound, and as long as he kept bringing men in, she kept attending to them. She even joked with him: “Captain, you find ‘em, I’ll fix ‘em.” The overworked medical teams themselves scarcely had the time to venture into the field— and given the nature of the battle, they were denied permission.

So night after night, as he went back out again, she made the assessments, allowing doctors to sleep. And while the chaplain was in the field, she closed the eyes of those who didn’t live. Only now and then, an hour at a time, did she snatch any sleep.

Nurse Kennedy was also the one who retained objectivity. She soon began to consider the chaplain’s efforts too great. It would only be a question of time before the priest himself succumbed to injury or exhaustion.

And indeed he did succumb. When his mind blew, they subdued him physically. In the tent to which he had carried so many others, he himself now received morphine.

The colonel came in next day to check on the chaplain’s condition. When a young doctor said, “He’s carrying no life-threatening wounds,” the colonel went back to his own tent and began the paperwork that saved Robert Shannon’s life by shipping him out of Belleau Wood.

So Ellie Kennedy said as she told her side of it, on a sunny day in her own house, long after the war.

But neither Ellie nor Robert told the whole story. The battle of Belleau Wood became famous. Those who wrote the history of that June and July in the beautiful Marne valley dwelt— quite appropriately— on the military significance of what had happened. A crack German force, well equipped, under an excellent general, and with huge terrain advantage, failed to hold out against men who charged them bare-chested and often bare-handed, who not only took out their nests but then turned their own machine guns on the young men in the enemy ranks. It stopped the German advance and, in the opinion of many, it turned the tide of the war.
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After several minutes of sitting there, privately reflecting on what they had read and reliving as far as they dared the days of Belleau Wood, Ellie and Robert reached a hand to each other at the same time. Not in the nights by the fire, he reading, she pretending to, not in the awkward mornings when she went into his room, awakened him, and helped him start the bad days, not in the sweetest of times walking by the river or simply sitting on the bank looking at the water— not once had they reached out simultaneously like this. She rose and led him by the hand into the garden.

Robert had astounded himself— over the days and weeks— by what he wrote. And then he astounded himself anew by reading it. As he did so, he reflected upon his own reach, upon his capacity to have recovered enough to put such recollections in words. Is this how to find my soul?

Out-of-doors with Ellie that day he saw a garden greener than a garden ever was, felt a breeze blow warmer than a breeze ever blew, heard a bird sing sweeter than a bird ever sang. The senses of both people were heightened; everything felt brighter, clearer, swifter.

Ellie leaned back against the door, and if she had to swear to anything at that moment she would have sworn that she could feel every piece of her entire skin, postage-stamp square by square, under her clothes. She did not want to move.

But she moved first. With a careful nonchalance she turned and walked indoors. Both would have made a guess at what might take place between them but, if pressed, would admit that Life, even at that moment— especially at that moment— has no certainties. Yet, in the optimism of the regard that decent people have for love and affection, they climbed the stairs, one after the other.

Those stairs creaked as never before. Or did she just hear them louder now, each creak like a shot?

When they reached the top, Ellie took Robert’s hand and stepped ahead of him to the door of her room. As she opened it, the scent of the meadow flowers ballooned around them, and there in the distance, through the window, shone the river in the evening sun.

Whether she had known or could have articulated the reason, she had spent many vivid moments of the previous weeks, more or less since the evening of Robert’s arrival, rearranging her bedroom. If, with pen and notebook, anybody had tracked what she had done, they could have told her she was preparing like a bride.

Always a pretty room, with the dormer window alcove looking out to the garden and the water beyond, she had lightened the somber tones imposed by the dark furniture. Unlike previous years when she hadn’t bothered, she had replaced her winter curtains of dark red velvet with her summer curtains of white muslin. The heavy bedspread of deep winter gray had made way for a snow-white sunny Jacquard with crocheted edges; and the pillowcases, of glistening white, had been made and lace-trimmed by her great-grandmother.

Books imported from her father’s study lined the shelves. She had likewise taken from the china cupboards in the back corridors downstairs a selection of objets d’art that made her feel good: a shepherdess in cream and green; two china spaniels looking quizzical; a Belleek vase, almost transparent and fragile as an eggshell in its cream-yellow wash. Everywhere, all around the bedroom, something pleased the eye, and she had achieved what she wanted: a place of simple beauty and welcoming peace.

Inside the room, she halted, reached up, and put her arms around his neck, recalling with a stab to the stomach the last time she had done this with a man— in a hotel by a park in a small French town. Robert felt her shiver and rested his lips on the top of her head.

“I don’t know anything,” he said, “about anything.”

And she said, “We’ll just lie down.”

She led him by the hand to the bed and took off his shoes so he could lie on the side she always thought of as the man’s side— nearer the door, to repel invaders.

Walking around the bed, she kicked off her own shoes and lay down. For many minutes they lay there on the white Jacquard spread, holding hands, their heads on linen more than a century old. Still as marble, almost holding their breaths, they resembled the memorial statues of knight and lady lying side by side on a marble slab.

After a time she said, “Let’s face each other.”

They turned on their sides and she hauled her body up along the bed so her eyes were level with his.

Over the weeks— and, in her unconscious mind, over the years since Normandy— she had been envisaging a moment such as this. Now that it had come, it played out differently from anything she had imagined or expected. She found that she could force nothing, create no direction; all she could do was live in the moment and see what happened. And all that happened was that Nurse Kennedy said to Captain Shannon, “Well done. You honored us all.”

They both began to weep. They cried like children recovering from an injustice too terrible to tell. They sobbed like friends who had shared something terrible— as indeed they had. Neither moved; neither sought to wipe away their own or the other’s tears. Their glances never wavering, they watched each other’s faces as the tears flowed and flowed and flowed.

Robert, even at the height of his prewar life, had never expected to lie on a bed with a young woman in a situation of clear and passionate affection. Ellie, on the other hand, had known such a moment and had relived it many times— not just with the handsome blond Michael Joyce but, in her imagination, with the man now beside her. Yet she reached for none of the scenes that she had played in her daydreams. And he reached for none of the actions that had once fueled his own erotic imagination, to which he had, like every other priest in the world, owned up in Confession.

Their tears continued for many minutes. Never peaking, never dimming, they just wept, simply and sincerely. When the tear ducts had run dry, they smiled— and Robert fell asleep.

She stayed with him; she lay looking at him and his long eyelashes; she never let go of his hand. She was prepared to stay like that all night if necessary. She had already become wise to his sleeping habits; she knew that he retreated into sleep when under pressure, and the length of his subsequent absence from the world often reflected the severity of the stress he must have been feeling.

Robert awoke in half an hour. This is like watching a baby wake up; he even knuckles his face, she thought.

He registered where he was, saw her, and smiled; she could have sworn she saw his mind working, his memory awakening. With the instinct that made her such a good nurse, she stroked his face and said, “Come on. Time to feed you.”
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Mr. Vincent and his now nervy sidekick with the painful nose left Castleconnell fast. From the pub they rode past the house of the dead Michael the Lion and along a deserted road toward Killaloe. When eventually they spoke again, the big man asked Squirt where a traveler might stay along this route. Squirt gave the opinion that any sensible traveler would naturally gravitate to the towns.

Mr. Vincent calculated the time it would have taken his prey to walk from Limerick to Killaloe. He reasoned that a weary hiker would stop at the first bed-and-breakfast place, as he and Squirt now did.

They checked in at Killaloe, where his room and the general appointments fell far below his high requirements. The landlady said no lone American had stayed there, not since last year. The information, or lack of it, gave the big man pause. He lay on his bed in a foul mood, trying to think his way forward: What if this isn’t the right journey? What if he didn’t come this far? What if he found his ancestors’ birthplace early and simply took a boat back? Or started at the other end of the river? But the idiot they called the Lion had clearly known something, met somebody.

The landlady didn’t serve evening food. She recommended a Killaloe hotel at which they ate, in Mr. Vincent’s opinion, a disgusting meal. And nobody in the hotel— not the receptionist, not the barman, not the waiter— had seen a single American, traveling on his own, come through in the last six months. Mr. Vincent wondered if he could believe any of them. Is this entire country going to conspire against me?

The nights bothered Vincent Patrick Ryan, and that night in particular tormented him. He understood fully the reason for his increased agitation— he lay within miles of his own home county. The accents here contained sounds from his childhood; he had been hearing such echoes since he came down from Dublin. And he had no tactics here by which he could easily control his bleak thoughts.

In his Boston life, Vincent prepared every phase of his life meticulously. He dined as though his table had been prepared by servants; he laid out his clothes the night before as though he had a valet; he counted the strokes of his razor when shaving.

All these ritual acts served one purpose: the warding off of pain. When his table set for one person glowed in the candlelight, he said aloud to his empty apartment, “Look at this. This isn’t useless.” Going out to work, he checked his appearance in the long mirror inside the door and admired what he saw: “That’s not ugly”

But he had to take these steps every day. He had to reassure himself all the time. The assailing voices rarely dimmed— in fact, only the great sounds of the guns in Europe had drowned the torturing words.

Now, in a place so reminiscent of neighborhoods he hadn’t seen since he was nine, within earshot of accents that sounded like Ballinagore, and with little ritual to perform by way of distraction, he suffered more than he had expected. The noise in his mind could best be described as whimpering and the attitude of his heart could best be described as cowering This big man, whom the world saw as handsome, confident, and smart, had nobody to whom he could turn and no place in which he could hide.

The viciousness of the circle intensified. He grew disgusted with himself and then, in the next phase of torture, told himself that the voices of his childhood had got it right: He was indeed useless.

So Mr. Vincent didn’t sleep that night. And he barely kept himself from weeping, something to which he had not succumbed since before his mother’s death. He shook Squirt out of bed at half past five in the morning, and before a sleeping eye in the town was open they left Killaloe. Mr. Vincent had forced himself back into action.

Not that he would admit it to himself, but he had begun to find this task more difficult than his usual assignment. Here he had no quick discovery and completion, no interception of a man as he left his home, office, or bar, no fast garrote or burial in a building site. He had hoped for, at worst, a quiet ambush on a riverside path, a sudden overwhelming, and then the holding of a head beneath water and a gentle pushing of the body away from shore.

No sign of its happening yet. He didn’t know where to look for his quarry. He didn’t even know where his prey had been or where he was going. But as the Accountant said to himself, This young fellow is different from all other thugs for-rent. He’s smart, he has brains, he has learned how to think.

A mile past Killaloe, Mr. Vincent stopped in sudden thought and asked Squirt for the map. He studied it and tried to put together a journey as he might have done were he indeed an American of Irish descent trying to trace his ancestry— but also trying to see the countryside. From now on, he told himself, he’d also consider the places of interest.

After the encounters in Limerick, the big man and his little companion saw nothing more of the civil war. From the newspapers they read at night and from the gossip they heard where they stayed, they learned that the main fighting remained in Dublin and in the hills of the south and southwest. When they left Killaloe they worked hard on their pedals, up hill and down dale. Once or twice they halted, for Mr. Vincent to make one of his pleasant inquiries at a house or from men in a field.

The next stop, Mr. Vincent had decided, would be the town of Banagher. Squirt, bouncing back from the nose incident, began to repeat over and over a meaningless old Irish saying: “Well, that bangs Banagher, and Banagher bangs all.”

They found a place to stay, a tall hotel with small rooms. Mr. Vincent selected the place for its seeming anonymity. He wanted no nosiness, no scrutiny. Food was taken and the big man read a book at the table, suddenly at peace with his little companion’s prattle. They retired early— at least Mr. Vincent did; Squirt repaired to the bar, assuring the big man,

“Boss, I’ll be up in time. That’ll be my finger you’ll see poking through the crack of dawn.”

Next morning, before the town of Banagher awoke, they cycled slowly from the Georgian square. Mr. Vincent had his notebook in his pocket with his landmark places listed ahead: Shannon Harbor to Shannonbridge, and not long thereafter to Clonmacnoise and Athlone. Somebody somewhere this summer, must surely have seen a tall walking American, looking a bit lost in this empty countryside.

North of Shannon Harbor, the river bends northwest. The road on which they bicycled failed to go with the bend. This irritated Mr. Vincent— he still held the hope that one day he might simply meet this walking target, identify him, do the job, and be free to go home. He intended— although he hadn’t said so to the Accountant— to tell this fellow, this target, that nobody must harm His Eminence the cardinal. Much better that people should know why they die.

Uneasy at having lost the river, Mr. Vincent took out his map again. He traced with his finger a blue line that led to the river, a canal. When they reached it he swung left and got onto the towpath.

Not a soul could be seen. They dismounted and Squirt availed himself of the silent canal to empty his bladder.

“Now you know why I’m called Squirt,” he called back over his shoulder to Mr. Vincent.

Lack of fastidiousness bothered Vincent Patrick Ryan almost more than anything else in the world. He hated when people sneezed or belched. The bodily functions of others made him recoil. But he also liked it when life brought things together— and here came an opportunity to do something that he wanted and needed to do and at the same time express his loathing for coarseness. He walked softly across to where the laughing Squirt stood.

“Are you decent?” he asked.

As Squirt adjusted his clothing and turned around, he found Mr. Vincent standing immediately behind him— and then found himself lifted off the ground by the chin.

With ease, Mr. Vincent carried the wriggling little man the few feet to the canal’s edge and lowered him straight down beside the stone wall. He held him there by the hair, pressing down all the time. Squirt flailed his arms and legs, and Mr. Vincent held his face to one side so that Squirt would swallow more and more canal water. Squirt flailed again, flailed some more, and then flailed less.

When all the flapping and flailing had stopped, Mr. Vincent lifted him out of the water, checked Squirt’s weasel face for signs of life, and, finding none, hauled him up on the bank. He fetched Squirt’s bicycle, threaded the little crook’s body through it, and dropped the lot into the canal.

What had happened to produce such a psyche? How was Vincent Ryan the killer created? How did he go from the studious thoughtful boy to the ex-soldier killer for hire?

Modern psychology could trace it to a kind of private shell shock, the traumatization that he had suffered as a child. Nobody in the 1890s knew much of this syndrome and probably wouldn’t have accepted it. Children suffered cruelty— so what?

If his psychological profile had been made known to the Irish in those days, they’d have said, “Wasn’t he born with it?” The superstitious ones would have pushed it further and have muttered, “Don’t we all know Ballinagore?”

True, Vincent’s birthplace dripped with blood. For decades before he was born, Ballinagore had been rocked by nasty disputes over land. Humans and animals were found hacked to pieces. People were burned in their homes. The recent civil war atrocity had merely confirmed such gloomy opinion.

In Irish fields lurks a tradition called “hungry grass.” Widely reported, never scientifically documented, it has taken its place in folk memory as a piece of superstitious peasant culture. Farmers out walking, traveling journeymen— even, in later years, golfers on the fairway— come home and describe a sudden feeling of unspeakable hunger. It happens when they walk across a particular section of ground, and next time out they test it and it happens again. The knowing ones, hearing this, look at each other, nod, and say, “Ah, yes. Hungry grass.”

In essence the folk myth says that the person feeling starved has walked on a famine grave, those open pits prepared during the Great Famine of the 1840s, when starving people stood in lines along the roadside, waiting for food carts. If the cart didn’t arrive in time, they died and conveniently fell backward into a linear communal tomb.

Might there not also be a phenomenon that could be named “bloody grass” or “murdering grass”? So much blood has been spilled in Ireland, and on so many fields, that “murdering grass” must be unavoidable. Perhaps the young Vincent Patrick Ryan stepped into a particularly deep pool of ancestral killing and absorbed the race memory of murder through the soles of his feet by some primal osmosis.

In Spain, they say of the great flamenco dancers and guitarists that they have the duende. It’s the spirit that lies deep in the red earth of the country and seeps up into the fiber of the performer through the soles of the feet. Why not in Ireland, for Vincent Patrick Ryan, the duende of blood?

William Henry Cardinal O’Connell has been well documented, with books dedicated to his life and times and not all of them wholly complimentary.

He was born on 8 December 1859, the eleventh and last child of Irish immigrants in Lowell, Massachusetts. Not untypical of those in such a sibling position, he fitted uneasily into conditions created by others. He only came into his own power when he could make his own circumstances.

His teachers and peers said he was awkward and self-aggrandizing. Mocked dreadfully at school, only his bulk saved him from physical bullying. The verbal abuse scarred him and he fled deep into his studies. He became a gold-medal student and a church musician and learned to speak several languages, including the Latin required of ordinands in Rome, where he entered the North American College in October 1881.

Ten years after his ordination and a stint as a curate in New England, he went back to Rome as rector of his old college. There he developed and honed his taste for church politics, and that was when he learned that a conservative who believed in Rome’s absolute sway was on the road to church preferment.

He also acquired some Roman style. One biographer describes him as living in an intentionally grand and relentlessly public manner; another calls him gaudy. Yet he was a smart operator who knew how to manipulate the journalism of the day and how to massage the church ego; indeed, for a long time he had more force in the Church abroad than at home, where his high living upset the mainly modest and humble archbishops across the United States.

Church politics depend almost entirely on word of mouth. Little gets written or printed; the façade must be preserved. The talkers in the American Catholic hierarchy eventually succeeded in defining O’Connell as dishonest, careless, and possibly (although they never more than whispered it) sexually immoral. He did in fact have a long-standing and affectionate liaison with a distinguished Boston doctor, with whom he had gone on walking vacations as a student. When, after a generation-long relationship, the doctor predeceased O’Connell, the cardinal’s pain made it clear that they had been lovers for most of their lives.

This relationship, and other parts of his life that had the color of blackmail, inflamed his priestly colleagues and may have compromised O’Connell. Is that why he overlooked or concealed his nephew’s un-priestly dancing and his financial misdealings? Or was that simply the cardinal’s way? His protection of his family endeared him deeply to his relations, and those for whom he cared felt his unstinting protection as a cub feels a bear’s.

His footwork also irked the bishops— he beat them to so many punches and in their eyes beat so many raps. Others around the cardinal, lay advisers and confidants, went to jail for a variety of crimes unrelated to the affairs of the archdiocese. But no matter what became of those around him, O’Connell continued to deal energetically in secular matters with all sorts of associates. And he strode the Boston— and American— stage like the national giants with whom he liked to mix: Honey Fitz, the legendary Boston mayor and ancestor of the Kennedys; and the next mayor, James M. Curley

His loyalty to his faith and to his flock gave him such invulnerability as he had— Cardinal O’Connell chose his fights shrewdly. He made his great speeches of fire to support not only Catholicism in general and its principles and beliefs, and the Irish Catholics of his flock, he made them as an antidote to battling the behind-closed-doors malice of his fellow churchmen. And who can say that his gaudy lifestyle wasn’t also chosen to imply that Catholics didn’t always have to be downtrodden and could set their own style?

He had grown up seeing the notices, IRISH AND NEGROES NEED NOT APPLY. The Puritan lash of Boston Protestant condescension had flicked across his shoulders too. Whatever his very serious shortcomings, O’Connell had the taste, humanity, and force to attack such rampant prejudice. In the words of one commentator, he supervised “the historic transformation of immigrant consciousness from self-doubt to self-assertion.”

His oratory, his powerful and omnipresent insistence, healed much of the Irish immigrant’s crippling self-doubt and fear. (For their part, the Brahmins had not stopped to think, in the abolitionist battles and leadership for which they became appropriately famous, that their excoriation of Irish Catholics was another kind of prejudice.)

O’Connell spoke out too for the popular cause of Irish independence from Protestant— and, by implication, heathen— Britain. In short, his public stance shored up his status and protected him from Rome. He was a politician who appealed to his voters rather than to his own party.

Those who revered him, and they were legion, pointed out his charity, his love for his relatives, his extraordinary generosity to his priests. In return, it has to be said, they had to show unquestioning, even fawning, loyalty. This could be difficult— their leader was a turbulent if loving man, whose life and very being attracted controversy.

O’Connell’s career finally went out of balance and faded. He held on in Boston but he lost the internal battles, his enemies triumphed over him. Whatever the public showing of power that he always managed to pull off right up to the end, O’Connell died a reduced man, unable to trust anybody.

But after all that, if he had known of Vincent Patrick Ryan’s mission, what would Cardinal O’Connell have done? Would he have immediately sent Sevovicz to rectify the situation, to call off the young black dog? Or would he have complained furiously at having been told? Knowing about it would have meant having to act.

Up the river at Shannonbridge, alone now, Vincent took lunch at THE BRIDGE BAR, PROPRIETOR J. QUIGLEY, who chatted but gave little help. Yes, he’d seen walkers coming through; yes, fishermen mostly. “But no Yanks, no, definitely not, ‘cause you’ll always know a Yank.”

After his sandwich, Vincent sat a long time on the bridge, gazing out on the water. With his mind clearer he could concentrate better, and he modified his process: Continue to visit towns and places of interest, but stay by the Shannon. And question every riverside gossip or resident; somebody might have seen something, somebody might have met someone.

“The walkers who aren’t fishermen— where do they go?” he asked J. Quigley

“Well, it’s a funny thing, but now and again you’ll get a kind of a pilgrim heading to Clonmacnoise.”

A part of Anthony Sevovicz, an unresolved romanticism, quite liked being a traveler in a strange land. He had wandered pleasantly in Austria and France and, more recently, on the eastern seaboard of the United States. New sights pleased him, and new people gave him the chance to test and keep alive the charms that he appreciated in himself. He relished sitting alone in a luxurious foreign hotel, ordering excellent food and wine and gazing at the other diners.

On such occasions— and he had tried to give himself a few of these vacations every year— he cast himself as a mysterious figure who had come to that country to bring it benefits. He saw himself as perhaps a visiting adviser to the local head of state who first wished to travel incognito among the people of the country, learn a little of their strange ways, and thus be able to advise their king, emperor, or president more fully on their problems.

Not in Ireland. That fantasy didn’t play here. Over and over he had to spell it out: Sev-oh-vitz. On his motorbike, speeding along bad roads, bumped on his saddle by potholes, he said out loud, again and again, I do not like this stupid country and This is one stupid place.

He found some entertainment— not much— in enumerating the problems. No country in the world had such bad roads: unpaved and narrow, subject to potholes and floods. Nor had he met people so cunning; they asked him questions all the time. Sevovicz had persuaded himself that they wanted money from him. This had an attendant problem: He couldn’t prove it was money they wanted because he didn’t know what they were saying to him.

The more he tried to communicate, the thornier the language barrier. Having established Robert’s possible route he had tried on many occasions to ask whether anybody had seen the young hiking American.

In Castleconnell, for instance, his way was barred by a funeral.

Sevovicz waited; he even removed his tweed cap and goggles. When the funeral had passed, and he had bowed respectfully to the tall curly-haired widow weeping behind the hearse, he asked another spectator, “Do you live here?”

“Well, I do and I don’t.”

The man meant he traveled a great deal for his work, but Sevovicz never understood that and didn’t seek to.

He had then asked, “The Shannon River— have you seen a man who is hiking?”

The speaker, who had no top teeth— Has dentistry not reached this island?—had understood Sevovicz to say, “Have you seen the man who is High King?”

“Ah, no, not at all, not for centuries now, like. The last was Brian Ború. But he was only the king of Munster, like. He was never on Tara. Along the Shannon, okay, yeh, he was around here, all right.”

Since the countryside around Castleconnell teems with stories of Brian Ború, his Shannonside kingdom, and the High King at Tara, the misunderstanding was not surprising.

Soon after that, Sevovicz met the half-blind postman, who told him that Robert was staying— Yes, he said staying, I heard him— with the nuns at Portroe, whereas Robert had gone from there several weeks before. And in Banagher he met a woman in the hotel who told him, “The hot water is extra for a bath.”

“Extra what, madam?”

“You know. Extra.”

“Yes, madam, but extra like what? Extra hot? Extra cold? Extra liquid— I mean, does it flow faster? Do you pipe it from the Shannon?”

“Ah, no, extra, like.”

“Like what?” He fumed.

Why do they say like all the time? Like what? They are like nothing I have seen in the civilized world. They are like a primitive tribe. If it weren’t for the Church these people would be pagans— a reasonable conclusion but not in the way that Sevovicz meant it. He did not have a hot bath.

The old abbey offered as much peace as a man could want. Vincent never found it. He leaned on the wall, looked in, and felt no comfort or joy.

Killing Squirt had helped, but he knew that by tomorrow its good effects would have worn off. Europe’s diet had been rich; the war had spoiled him.

Two children came running down the slope, laughing and chasing, a boy about ten and a younger girl. They waved shyly and Vincent waved back; he beckoned and they approached.

“Is this the famous Clonmacnoise?”

They giggled and nodded.

“And how much do you know about it?”

The girl, bolder, said, “Are you another American?”

Another? Another?

The boy said, “My father and mother know all about the abbey. They’re teaching us.”

Vincent followed them up to the house. Graciously, Lena Mullen received him. Soon the family would all sit down together to eat. Would he care to join in? Laurence arrived at the head of the long board with the family ranged either side and the two servant women at another table.

In much the same generous and hospitable way as they did with all such visitors, they began to talk to Vincent: the tradition of Saint Kieran, the towers and high crosses of the monastery, the charms and legends of the place.

A notable difference could be observed, though, between this visitor and the previous lone traveling American pursuing his Shannon ancestors. This one disturbed the Mullens. His dark eyes swung from Laurence to Lena but never rested on the children.

Lena said later, “Didn’t he seem to suck up all the air in the kitchen? The children didn’t like him.”

Vincent asked questions as any traveler might: How long does it take to get to Athlone? Where do you recommend that travelers stay? When he inquired whether many Americans came through, the Mullens told him proudly that the abbey attracted people from all over the world. He then asked them whether he himself seemed an unusual traveler— a young American, traveling alone, searching for his roots— not typical, perhaps?

The Mullens still blanched with shame over the fracas that Robert had endured. They could barely speak of it to each other, and they had sent forth messages that on no account was any member of the republican forces to call upon them ever again for anything. When this American asked his question, they felt the surge of awkwardness. Laurence took the denial route.

“No, you’re unusual, I have to say that.”

And Lena added, “Most young men would prefer to be off at sport or the races or something.”

But Vincent had seen the furtive glance between the couple and the lowering of the eyes in each. He knew such responses from people in his daily line of work, people to whom he then showed the error of their ways. So he dealt with the Mullens as he dealt with those circumstances; he allowed a silence to fall as he looked from one to the other. They didn’t know where to look.

They scarcely said goodbye to him. The children, with their natural sixth sense, watched from a hidden vantage point as this big frightening man wheeled his bicycle from the yard.

Some days later, the Mullens abandoned for the time being all their traditions of hospitality. Just before lunch, a motor bicycle roared into the yard. The children had gathered at the kitchen table and were about to dive toward the door when Lena intervened.

“No! Back to your places!” She looked at Laurence, her eyes saying, Deal with it. We’ve had enough visitors for one summer!

Laurence went into the yard as Sevovicz unwound himself from the saddle. Before the archbishop could say a word, Laurence spoke.

“Ah, sorry to say we’ve a bit of a problem here at the minute. We can’t manage any visitors.”

“But,” said Sevovicz, fumbling for his Portroe letter from the nuns, “I was assured of a welcome.”

“Ah, we’d love to, sir, but not today. Give us a week or two.”

Sevovicz managed to retain Laurence long enough to ask one more question. “Did you have a young American visitor recently? Tall fellow, handsome?”

Laurence physically recoiled. “Oh, God,” he said. “Oh, God!”—and he walked briskly from the yard, back into the house, and closed the door.
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After writing his memoir, Robert seemed to leap forward— freer in himself, less jagged in his walk, easier in his talk. Memories began to flood back, and he recounted them to Ellie as soon as they surfaced. He told stories of childhood, of school, of the house in Sharon with its scallop-shell cartouche at the door— but almost never a memory or mention of war.

A fresh energy and force came to him. He took a new interest in his own appearance; he responded faster to everything around him. Sometimes it seemed almost as if he were seeing the house and its furnishings for the first time; he’d touch a chair’s fabric or scrutinize a painting; he returned again and again to The Falls of Doonass by Currier and Ives.

If he lapsed, it only lasted a short time, and he never seemed to go so far away as he used to and not for as long. One day he came downstairs from one of his absences, as Ellie privately called them, and apologized.

“I wish I could stop this— this—”

She waited. Nothing came. “This what?” she asked.

“This— vanishing,” he said.

“Is that what it feels like?”

“Yes.”

She said, “It’ll stop. Now I want you to whip some cream. Here.” She handed him the whisk. “You can lick the whisk when you’re finished.”

Their riverside strolls became livelier every day. He asked questions about who owned the fields, what breed of cattle were grazing, was that tree a beech or an oak? His sense of humor began to return; he laughed at her conversation, her copious wit.

Remembering his enjoyment of the Shannon Pot trip and Dominic’s legend— of which Robert spoke almost every day— Ellie planned another outing, this time north along the river.

Once more they set out early. On the way she briefed Robert by singing—”Oh, say can you see?”—but he didn’t join in.

“I know why you’re not singing with me,” Ellie said. “Because I have a voice that’d crack an egg.”

Robert laughed and laughed. “What has ‘The Star-Spangled Banner’ to do with where we’re going?”

“We’re going to visit the grave of the man who wrote it.”

He struggled. “Francis … Francis … “

She waited; she waited for some minutes.

“Scott Key,” he said. “Francis Scott Key.”

Ellie said, “He wrote the words. My fellow who’s buried up here— he wrote the music.”

She knew her countryside well and contrived to keep Robert as close to the river as possible. Within her amateur grasp of psychiatry, she hoped that seeing again the places he had already visited would further help his memory.

The grass in the old graveyard came up almost to their waists.

“Who was he?” said Robert.

“A journeyman harper,” Ellie said. “He used to go from house to house, playing his harp and entertaining people. In some houses he used to sleep with his harp, so that it wouldn’t go out of tune in the damp rooms. Maybe that’s why he never got a wife.”

They trudged around, peering at gravestones, rubbing inscriptions with moss to make the names discernible.

“D’you know what any great Irishman once considered the height of life?” Ellie said conversationally. “A strong chair, a good wife, and a sweet harp.”

“I don’t know whether it would be safe for me to sleep with a harp,” he said. “I toss and turn.”

“Carolan was this harper’s name,” she said. “Turlough or Turlock. Carolan or O’Carolan.” She added after a pause, “You enjoy sitting in my father’s chair.”

“My father has a chair like it,” Robert said.

“Carolan was blind,” said Ellie. “He rode a white horse, and it led him across the countryside. They said he could compose a concerto in a minute.”

Robert grabbed a handful of tall grasses and tried to pull them away from a gravestone.

“So,” said Ellie, in a summarizing voice, “we don’t want the harp and we’re happy with the chair.”

“What was the third?” Robert grunted at the sturdy grasses of County Roscommon.

Ellie said, “Think back. See if you can remember it.”

Robert thought aloud. “A sweet harp. A strong chair.” He chuckled. “A good wife.”

“But you’re a priest,” Ellie said.

He, thinking aloud, said, “Am I still a priest?”

She enumerated. “You don’t say Mass. You don’t hear confessions.”

“The word vocation keeps ringing through my head.”

“They tell us that nursing is a vocation,” said Ellie.

“I met a nun,” said Robert, “and she made butter as though it were the most important thing in the world.”

“To her it was.”

“I met a man who loves trees, even though he cuts them down. And a man who made boats,” he said. “He stroked the wood of the boat the way I imagine a man must stroke the hair of the woman he loves.”

Ellie’s heart leaped. “Well, there you are. Vocation. My mother always said that marriage is a vocation— and she was married to a man with a vocation, a doctor.”

They fell silent for a time but continued to harass every bit of greenery in Kilronan graveyard. Ellie descended on ancient headstones, ripping out long grasses by the sheaf.

“I think this is it,” she announced, finding a suitably aged stone that had listed forward. “He died in the seventeen hundreds, so it’ll be an old tomb.”

They could not decipher a single word of the inscription and went to sit on the graveyard wall. Ellie swung her legs like a child.

“You didn’t answer my question—” she began, but he jumped her.

“I’ve been thinking about it since you asked.” Robert chewed a stalk of grass. “Here’s my answer. From the age of ten, I never thought about anything other than being a priest. Imagine, ten years old. And now? Well, now what?” He paused.

She didn’t look at him.

Not faltering from the steady flow of words that he had been using he said, “I have no understanding of anything else. I’ve loved being a priest. But it has confined me. I mean— I know nothing else. I have no idea of how a man marries. Of what he does, how he behaves within marriage. Of what marriage, as a man practices it, must mean to his wife.”

“You could always guess,” she said, wondering how to keep down the noise in her head and her chest, the noise of excitement, the noise of fear that this might not be true, the noise of hope. “And I could always correct you— if you asked me.”

“Well … “ He paused, and it became the longest pause of her life. “Well,” he repeated, “if I’m to ask anybody, don’t you think I would have to ask you?”

Only a very few close friends knew that Ellie Kennedy swore like a longshoreman. That night, lying in bed, she swore over and over to herself. Through the adverbs and adjectives the questions stuck out: What did he mean? What could he have meant?

She parsed the crucial sentence: If I’m to ask anybody, don’t you think I would have to ask you? Was he being genuine, meaning that he doesn’t know? If I’m to ask. Did he mean ask about marriage? Or did he mean, ask me to marry him? Or is he being a typical man, hedging his bets, sitting on the fence, stringing me along? No, that can’t be right; why would he string me along when there’s not even a string yet? Oh, God, should I have just put my arms around him? Has he forgotten how to be a priest? But if he has, what else died inside him?

And then she swore off a silent volley.
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While they were away for the day in Kilronan, a man bicycled along the shores of Lough Ree. He rode very steadily and with little exertion. Everything about him exuded determination and confidence.

For his journey on this warm day Mr. Vincent wore an expensive blue cotton shirt with short sleeves, under which his biceps bulged. His beige slacks, of light gabardine, had been secured by bicycle clips around his argyle socks. He wore strong outdoor shoes, the cleats of which helped to grip the pedals of the bicycle.

Nobody blocked his path that day— because nobody else happened to be using it. One man stood looking at the lake and smoking a big pipe, a personable man who nodded in a friendly way. Mr. Vincent looked at him, thought about making an inquiry, but rode by; at that moment he had no wish to chatter.

Mr. Vincent noted the lake and the sailboat or two on it, and when his mood changed he stopped to make— again fruitless— inquiries of fishermen and men in the fields. With some contempt he rode by houses not worth looking at, too common and low for him now, and traveled on toward the town of Lanesborough, where he planned to stay for the night in, he hoped, a hotel better than the one in Athlone where the hall porter was drunk.

To Ellie, the tension seemed to grow— largely because she had no idea of what might lie ahead. Some nights they lay down and slept all night together, chaste as siblings. On other nights Robert went to bed early in his own room and closed the door.

Robert perceived none of the pressure that she might be feeling. He hadn’t come from a background of emotional trading with the opposite sex, and for him life just seemed to get better and better. Sometimes he put together a succession of two or three mornings when he woke up fully lucid and comprehending and with a great sense of his old life.

His daytime lapses of mood and memory grew fewer. He remedied most of them by walking with Ellie. If the bad emotions bit, they chewed him hard, and in the truly awful moments he went back to bed— alone. But those long daytime slumbers, those visits to the cellars far below the floor of his consciousness— they were shorter, these days, and safer.

Then the routine of their household changed. Unexpectedly, Ellie was called back to the hospital. In a house fire near Athlone the parents had died and five of the six small orphans received severe burns. The hospital sent a telegram; they needed— echo of war— Ellie’s experience with burns.

In her absence, Robert, for the first time since the war, began to run his own life under a roof. As she left the house that morning, the car engine awakened him but he went back to sleep. When he did rise, he found under the tent of a starched tray cloth the breakfast that she had left for him, and he made tea for himself— a major achievement. Then he cleared everything away and ventured out.

He didn’t travel far, just to the end of the garden, where he stood looking down at the river. Choosing a direction, he walked along the bank, found a little road and walked a mile, then turned back.

On the way home, he recognized that his curiosity seemed to increase in great leaps. He began to take stock of himself. My knuckles—they’re fully healed. I can cope with hunger— not that I’ve been asked to. The weeping fits— they’ve stopped. Yes, Clonmacnoise brought tears, but I had hands at my throat and a gun to my head.

That first day Ellie came home late— to a clean kitchen and a smiling man.

On the final day of her hospital work, Robert set out again on yet another walk and found yet another little road. Once again the dog had declined an invitation to walk. The rain came in, and to shelter he stopped, midafternoon, in what seemed like a deserted pub. When he opened the door he found the place packed with drinkers; they lined the bar, they leaned against the walls.

“Soft enough day out there’n that, I’d say,” said the barman, who had an earlobe missing. “And ‘tisn’t even a Saturday.”

In his preparations for Ireland, Robert hadn’t considered a language barrier. So far he’d been lucky— but he was about to step into a morass, because he had entered a bar full of local reference. Everybody there knew what everybody else meant when they spoke. The barman meant, “The weather is mild outdoors and we might get some rain— which is not unusual here in my opinion— but it would be surprising to get it on a weekday, since most of the rain that we get seems to come at weekends.”

Robert nodded in vague agreement and sat on a stool.

“Any hammer yet?” said the man next to him.

Robert looked blank— and the man beyond the man next to him said, “Hammer away. They’ll never get it.”

“And they shouldn’t,” said the first man, with some vigor. “All the soup they took.”

“Sure, isn’t that how they got there?” said a third man as vehemently. “Off our backs.”

Everybody in the pub knew the references. Some land, probably a farm, was being sold that day at auction: that is, under the auctioneer’s hammer. The owners had set what was considered a high reserve price, beneath which they would not sell; the barflies believed it to be too high, no matter what the auctioneer’s skills. The family had a bad reputation in the neighborhood because, in the famine of the previous century, they had accepted the life-preserving soup offered to Catholics who were prepared to ditch their religion in favor of the queen’s Anglicanism. And later, because they had changed their religion to that of the Anglican monarch, they were allowed to buy land from which a Catholic family had been evicted.

Now came the crucial question to Robert.

“And yourself?”

Meaning, I hope you’re not a returned Yank who’s hoping to buy that land because, if you are, stay clear; one of our own is entitled to buy it, and if we had our way there would probably be no more than one bidder.

Robert said, “I’m trying to trace my ancestors.”

His quiet tone convinced them, and they immediately relaxed.

“Ah, weren’t you at Mrs. Halpin’s in River View a few weeks back?” And indeed the man who spoke had one white opaque eye. “God, you’re making tracks. You musta had a boat.”

“What’s the name anyway?” asked somebody else.

“Loby what’s wrong with your hand?” said yet another to the barman. Meaning, You, barman, nicknamed Loby on account of your one earlobe, why aren’t you pouring a drink for this visitor?

“A short?” said Loby, reaching for a whiskey bottle.

“My great-great-grandfather was a man named Shannon— that’s all I know,” Robert said. And, to the offer of liquor, “No, no. No, thank you.”

“Something softer, Loby” said somebody else. “The Yanks don’t have the stomach.” And Loby the barman began to pull a pint of Guinness.

“There’s a fella up the road, he’ll know,” said the pearl-eyed man.

“Is his name Shannon?” said Robert hesitantly, in hope.

“No. But he’s dead anyway,” said someone else.

Since nobody attempted to bridge this seeming chasm of logic, Robert said nothing. He reached in his pocket for the Mass offerings money, and a man at the far end of the bar, a man as fat as a barrel whose pants were hoisted up to his rib cage and held there by hairy honey-colored twine that made the lip of his stomach pout as hugely as a whale, called out, “Are ye all savages down there or what?” By which he meant, It would be an act of barbarous inhospitality for the men at Robert’s end of the bar to let a visitor pay for his own drink.

“Keep your hand where ‘tis,” said the man next to Robert, who immediately froze his hand in his pocket; it crossed his mind that they thought he carried a gun. “Are you far from Kankakee, yourself? There’s a fellow from here in a job out there; he lives with his sister, like.”

“Didn’t she marry or something?” another joined in.

“No, no, she left the convent,” said someone else.

If Irish code breakers traveled with Robert, they would have whispered in his ear to point out that this question constituted an attempt to find out whence he hailed. He answered it anyway.

“I come from New England.”

“Badly needed,” called somebody, and many cackled, realizing he meant that the world needs a “new” England since the “old” England has so much wrong with it.

“Are we far from Auburn?” Robert asked, thinking fondly again of Francis Carberry

“ ‘The loveliest village of the plain.’ Go back down the river.”

“And Glassan?” Robert asked.

“Spit,” said a man, “and there you have it; that’s Glassan.” Meaning that it could hardly be nearer.

One man at the bar asked, “Did you hit it yet?” He held out his hands. “They’re that big this week,” he said. “You’ll do great. Mind the teeth, like.” Meaning, Have you fished on the river yet? This is an excellent locality for pike fishing, and pike have very sharp teeth.

Loby the barman reached over to plant a pint of black stout porter in front of Robert.

“Hairs on your chest,” said his neighbor and, as Robert went to lift the glass, added, “Hold on, hold on. You can’t rush it.”

“No,” said another, “a good pint needs to wait.”

Robert lifted his glass and inspected it.

“D’you know anything about that glass?” asked his neighbor.

Robert clearly didn’t.

“The priest’s collar.” His neighbor reached out a long unwashed hand and delineated on the glass the depth of the cream head on the black drink. “That has to be the same depth when you’re finished.”

“There you are now,” said the man next to his neighbor. Robert didn’t know and would probably never learn that There you are now had absolutely no meaning.

The bar fell silent and every eye covetously watched that black pint of stout porter. After many, many minutes, a voice from somewhere called, “Go ahead, now, go for the drought,” meaning, Pick up your glass and quench your thirst.

Robert raised the glass with both hands and tasted the pint; he didn’t like the taste and his face squirmed.

“What did I say?” called the man who had vouchsafed his opinion that visiting Americans might find Irish drinks not to their taste. “He’ll be billess”—meaning bilious.

“No harm done,” said his neighbor. “Would you like something else? Loby, give the man a mineral.”

Someone down the counter said, “Go on, Bobby, help the man out.”

Robert slipped his scarcely touched pint away from him along the bar to his neighbor, who moved an elbow the merest fraction, no more than the few inches necessary to establish ownership of the great black-and-cream glass.

“God, Bobby,” called somebody else, “you’d take a drink off of a child.”

Said Bobby, “Doesn’t everybody in the parish know I’d suck a pint off a sore leg.”

The door burst open and a hook-nosed man charged in, carrying an ax over his shoulder, his face blurting with annoyance.

“They got it,” he said. “Oh, Jesus, and more.”

“More?” someone cried in an aghast voice.

“The shaggers. Eight thousand more. The shaggers. Ah, look, there’s no shaggin’ justice.”

By now Robert more or less guessed that the auction had gone well for the disliked vendors.

He began to drift away.

“You’re not goin’?” cried one man.

They raised their glasses to him as he left. Within minutes he would be within sight of his river; the day had come sunny again, with a breeze now on the water.

Robert looked at his watch: five o’clock. Ellie might be home by now. He reached a bridge over a stream that flowed into the river and stood to look down into the water. An undercurrent, probably swirling beneath the legs of the little bridge, was causing a vortex that generated a short backflow, and the water formed ravishing patterns in the sun and shade. As he walked across the bridge, Robert stared at the stream’s hypnotic spinning— and was snapped out of it by the sound of wailing.

Ahead of him, a man leaned on the farther end of the bridge, an elderly man, his elbows on the parapet’s shelf and his face buried in his hands. He wept like a child, his breath catching in surges of distress. Robert stood, fearing intrusion. Not able to bear it further, he asked, “Are you all right, sir?”

The man, without lifting or turning his face, waved Robert away, a gesture so strong and dismissive that Robert walked quickly and softly past him and crossed the bridge without looking back.

When he reached the house, Ellie had returned. Vivid with agitation, she said, “Did you hear what happened?”

He said, “I saw a man weeping on the bridge.”

“They shot Michael Collins.”

Robert looked blank. “I don’t know enough—”

“That’s as bad for us as when they shot President Lincoln,” she said.

She explained to him the circumstances of Collins’s reputation and the intricacies of the Irish civil war.

Robert said, “I had my own civil war.” He told her of the dying boy in the fields, the gunfire on the riverbank, the soldiers at the sandbags in Limerick, the strangling gunmen in Clonmacnoise, the truckload of troops firing bullets into the trees. Ellie stared at him, appalled.

He told her about the pub. She was walking in and out of the house, preparing the table outside for yet another alfresco meal in the glorious weather, and he moved in and out, talking to her; he was full of energy and vim.

Ellie stopped to look at him. He was gesturing and handsome and fine. She walked around the table, and Robert, smiling like the sun, held his arms out to her.
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Dinner did not take place immediately. Ellie led him to the hallway, still holding hands after a long silent embrace. Robert looked more lucid than she had seen him since France, the hesitations and blinkings far fewer than at any time since his arrival at her house. And yet she had to be so careful.

She tried to remain objective, aware of the dangers of emotional shock. They edged up the stairs, with him talking all the time, trying to remember for her as much as he could of the pub conversation. Step after step they stopped and stood, as his excitement continued and her agitation increased.

Robert Shannon, the chaplain of forces, the war hero, the young pastor from the Berkshires— those green rolling hills of New England so startlingly like the Ireland that he had come to see— this man could not have defined, summarized, or described that moment. His personal familiarities and intimacies had all been subsumed to his life in the cloth of a priest, and the only women who had ever touched his naked skin had been his mother and her housekeeper— and not since he was seven years old.

Except for the war: Day after night, Nurse Kennedy had tended to his needs; she was the one who bathed him while he exhaled after the wheat field. Did he remember that? Did he recall her touch? Who’s to say? If he did, he still wouldn’t have been able to articulate it.

And so, in this well-run and peaceful white house with a yellow door, in the center of Ireland, on the banks of the River Shannon near Lanes-borough, in the dog days of August 1922, two forces collided.

One was a mature young woman, daily accustomed to viewing and handling the human body, a girl clearheaded and wise about herself: a girl who for two days of her life had held in her arms a young blond Australian man who looked like a god and who made her laugh to her belly, and who, within weeks of climbing out of her arms, bled his guts out in the foreign snow of a futile war; a girl who every night and most days ever since had longed for the renewal of that side of herself and now had, alone, under her own roof, the only man she had ever truly been compelled by, even if that was a shameful comparison to make with her husband of the war. The other force was a man two years younger than herself, a tender and beloved pastor, who could calm wild boys and men, who could console the suddenly bereft, who could find jobs for people where there were no factories, who could ignite a congregation to tears and smiles in the same sentence; a man whom war had blooded, whom war had blooded more fiercely than it had blooded anybody else except the dead, and who had disappeared from that war into a dread-filled place of bones, blood, and vile dreams where, for months at a time, nobody could reach him, a man who had come slowly back into the world and had only been able to do so by behaving like a ghost taking on the flesh he had worn while he was alive.

When Ellie walked through the doorway of her room, Robert followed her; he followed her with no hint or falter, no hesitation or doubt. She expected awkwardness. She expected wonder. She expected tears, perhaps. What she got was a man who lowered himself into her bare arms, who said to her that he had never met anybody who so understood the world from his viewpoint and who made him feel so safe and worthwhile.

In the Ireland of 1922, virginity dominated the lives of single women, and the relevant fire and brimstone rained down every Sunday from pulpits all over the country.

If looked at with any sociological objectivity it would have made a fascinating study— a celibate clergy preaching intensive chastity. To say that they might have done so from envy is too facile and does not give the subject the respect demanded by its complexity— for complex it was. The Church had always insisted universally on the outlawing of coition outside marriage.

A cynical sociologist would have argued that the Church wanted people to marry and produce many many Catholics, thus increasing the Church’s world presence. By outlawing any congress before the wedding bells rang, they saw that appetites would heighten, and in countries such as Ireland many marriages took place because of deep sexual frustration.

In Ireland, however, another factor strengthened the taboo, a factor that dominated the country’s psyche with a passion far more powerful than two hearts beating as one. That factor was land. Nobody wanted illegitimate birth disputes when it came to inheriting family farms. Thus, given that and the Church’s weight, in the atmosphere of rural Ireland throughout Ellie Kennedy’s adolescence and womanhood, there were few taboos greater than pregnancy outside wedlock.

Ellie Kennedy, however, had traveled and been to war, and inside that war she had, as she said to herself, “been married, known, and widowed in months.” The embargoes of her youth and her society held few terrors for her anymore; she knew from close and frightful experience too much about Life’s brutish face. If she didn’t deliberately set out to gather rosebuds while she might, she certainly meant to fill her basket if they fell from the trees in her own garden.

And she owned her land.

This was just as well, because she was now breaking an even greater taboo. A priest and a young widow together in bed? On a scale greater than robbery with violence, not much below child murder, no greater scandal could be imagined. Everything about it sang out to be judged. But the couple in each other’s arms never paused to think of this.

That early evening, Robert slept again. Ellie could scarcely bear not to wake him in order to see his eyes as remembrance came into them. She got out of bed and knelt on the floor by his side of the bed, her face a foot away from his, waiting for him to wake up, and her heart raced from disbelieving joy to anxiety and up to fear. When he did wake it took him a moment, and then he focused and saw her, smiled, and held out his arms again.
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Robert Shannon and Ellie Kennedy spent all night— and all the next day and the day after and the day after that— in heat and food and wildness that grew wilder, in laughter, a few— very few— tears, and talk, talk, talk. Nothing else in the world existed outside that house; they barely remembered to bring in the milk daily before it went sour.

On the fourth day they rested— a little. Robert had become so enthralled with his newfound land that he could not bear for Ellie to leave his sight— and especially his touch.

The house rang with their noise. They woke during the night. During the day they went back to bed. Soon the balance of their circumstances began to level off and their bodies relaxed into these new shapes and sizes whose permanence felt so assured between them.

Not far from the house, the river had an arrow-straight length of just over 100 yards. In Ellie’s childhood her father had stuck markers on one bank. White-painted stakes said START and FINISH, and other posts marked off yardage in between at 25, 50, and 75. The stretch of water typically ran with hardly a ripple.

Robert emerged from the house— having got out of bed— at about six o’clock in the evening of the fifth day of lovemaking and came down to this stretch of water. Some trees obscured the setting sun, and when it emerged from behind them and shone on the river he could see the deep-down things of the riverbed. The water turned from gray to silver-green to red under the evening light.

On the grassy bank he stood and looked all around him. He saw nothing other than a small bird dipping from one copse to another. He saw nothing other than three cows in a far-off meadow across the water, sitting placid as aunts on their green rug. He saw nothing other than the shivering, dense green leaves of the grove through which he had walked from the garden. Turning this way and that to feel the air, he then made himself revolve with his arms out in a 360-degree circle.

Still surprised that he didn’t feel more confused, still amazed at his relaxation in this new and wonderful drama, he began to undress. He had left the house in bare feet, a shirt, and pants. Not a word had he said.

If he had to describe what he sought by coming down to the river like this— at sunset, to immerse himself, in solitude— he would have been surprised not to reach for the word cleanse. But he didn’t feel he had become unclean in any way— in fact, he believed the river might add to, and support, the joyful and fierce experience through which he had just been living. He took off all his clothes.

Dive in like a sportsman or walk in like a pilgrim? Out of habit, he made a Sign of the Cross, held his arms out from his body, and walked slowly down the grassy bank to the spit of mud that gave access to the water beside the START post. A tress of weed trailed and swayed.

The water’s cold temperature shocked him, yet he kept walking. Insofar as he could gauge from the bank, he expected that the median depth would reach to his breastbone. When he arrived at this point he lowered himself slowly— down, down— until the waters of his river closed over his head.

Holding his breath comfortably he stayed down, savoring the flow of a strong current beneath the surface and relishing the utter coolness of the water’s texture.

When he broke the surface again, he faced south and began to swim, trying to keep his body as high in the water as he could. He swam slowly, each crawl stroke a deliberate and powerful forward action, in which he also sought— while in no hurry— to break the surface of the water as little as possible. From a distance, a passerby who could not see the river would not have heard him either.

Robert covered the hundred yards slowly and then turned and came back against the current. For the next half hour or so he swam the makeshift course and deliberately prevented himself from thinking; this, he believed, was a moment for feeling and nothing else.

By now, in the water, he knew he had come down here to swim because he looked to the Shannon for some undefined spiritual effect. Was it a harking back to stream-of-life thoughts he had enjoyed as a student, some remote biblical echo? Would that help explain some things, such as—lack of guilt?

He settled for a series of different sensuous responses: an awareness of his own body as never before, a triggering of sensations that had been suppressed and banished for as long as he could recall, a delight in a new relaxation he had never known existed.

To conclude his quiet investigation, he decided to swim the course once more— and this time he swam like a racer, with furious strokes and as much mastery of his breathing as he could call up from his swim-team days.

Unknown to him, Ellie stood watching from a distance. When she had found him absent she had come straight to the river. Now, as she saw him swimming, she felt no further anxiety and walked back to the house at speed.

Robert never saw her; by the time he climbed out at the FINISH post she had gone from view. He stood and swung his arms to dry them. With the sun on the water, the mud he had churned settled back again, and near the shore the riverbed began to appear like a lovely mosaic. Stones materialized, smooth and beige, some even golden.

He found a patch of sunlight and stood in it, turning his body to have it dried. Already he could tell that tomorrow would become as hot as Ireland ever permitted— perhaps even as warm as a pleasant July day in New England. And he laughed out loud as he suddenly anticipated how the heat of the day would be spent.

At that moment, three men on the island of Ireland had deep and insufficiently known connections to each other. One, Robert Shannon, knew absolutely nothing of the movements of the other two, not even that one of them existed.

Another, Archbishop Anthony Sevovicz, floundered a hundred miles to the south. Cast out, as he saw it, by the Mullens at Clonmacnoise, he picked up no trail and found no help. He could scarcely divine north, south, east, and west, and his control of himself had begun to diminish. He had no options. He didn’t know where to go and, even if he did, when he got there he didn’t know what people were saying to him. Worst of all, the desperate need to find Robert Shannon had become supplanted by the almost hysterically frantic need to find Robert Shannon’s pursuer.

He, Vincent Patrick Ryan, had better luck. Fifteen minutes after Robert returned to the house after his Shannon baptism, Mr. Vincent stood on Ellie Kennedy’s doorstep.
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He looked splendid. The bicycling wind had tanned his face, and the Irish food had bulked him a little. The dark eyes seemed to contain a universe. He exuded the self-possession that made him such a good cook and faultless killer.

She heard the strong crack of the door knocker. Before she could answer it, the doorbell rang too— such insistence. Robert, upstairs, heard neither.

Ellie had been making lemon curd. The dog sat sleeping in a pool of late sunlight coming through the window.

Wiping her hands and frowning in wonder, Ellie walked along the corridor. Her long loose cotton dress flowed like light itself.

As she walked, she tried to identify, her head to one side, the big stranger in the open doorway. With the light behind him she couldn’t see his features until she stood directly in front of him.

When she reached the door she moved a little forward of him, so that he turned his face partially to the light.

Evidently an American; the hair, the face, the size, and the sheen told her that. As did the good manners and, at first sound, the accent.

“Ma’am, forgive me.”

“Hello?” Sweetly she held out a hand, in which he could have broken every bone just by clasping it.

“I was traveling through, ma’am, and I heard that a fellow American might just be staying here.”

Ellie smiled again. The accent— is it American? Well, maybe Boston? Perhaps. Or—Irish?

“Well, of course, come in. And you’re right, there is another American here. Come in.”

She turned and led the way to the kitchen. Vincent Patrick Ryan followed— along the same corridor, past the same mysterious closed doors, past The Falls of Doonass, across the same round lobby, and into the embracing warmth of the kitchen.

“My goodness,” said Vincent, as he stood in the kitchen. “What a terrific house. And somebody is making lemonade.”

The dog half rose and— uncharacteristically— did not come forward.

Ellie smiled. “You have a good nose. I’m making lemon pie. Now, can I get you a drink or a cup of tea? When did you last eat? What’s your name?”

As she fired these questions, she moved to boil water for tea. She also kept looking at him, with a “Don’t I know you?” look— which he began to return. He got there first.

“You”—he paused and pointed one of his large fingers—”weren’t you … a nurse?”

Ellie put the kettle down on the hearth with a little bang. “Oh, my God,” she said. “You were at Bouresches.”

“I was, ma’am.”

“I met you.”

He recalled it at the same time. “You were very kind to me.”

“No, I wasn’t.” She laughed. “I kept trying to find out if you were wounded. Did you ever get as much as a scratch?”

“No, ma’am.”

She put a hand on her hip as she stood there and looked at him. “Well, well, well.”

“I could say the same thing myself, ma’am.”

Ellie said, “I can’t remember your name.”

“Nor I yours, ma’am.”

“I’m Nurse Kennedy.”

He smiled his perfect smile. “Vincent Ryan.”

“My name is Ellie,” she said, and turned to put the kettle to boil. When she turned back she said, “Sit down, won’t you? Now, how do you happen to be here?”

“Well, I’m on a vacation, ma’am, but I have a purpose. I’m tracing my family, at least on my mother’s side.”

She came to the table and stood opposite him, looking into the dark eyes. Her memory moved into overdrive.

Ellie Kennedy, the battlefield nurse, hadn’t yet achieved with Robert the wide conversations she wanted. She had so much that she still needed to ask, to say, to share.

Her postwar good fortune had been her father— who gently, and over time, made her talk about what she had seen. He had died, however, before she felt that her burden had fully lifted. Part of the weeping she had done with Robert came from her own sense of the war’s shock. Never clinically affected, she belonged among the millions who came back from that war rattled but not unhinged.

Nurses in war receive perhaps the least attention. In the first place they make themselves invisible; in the First World War they saw that as part of their assignment. They also served, they said, meaning that they stanched the blood, they bound the wounds, they soothed the brows.

The invisible, however, see more; since they don’t need to be seen, they can put some of their energy into observation. Part of Ellie’s skill and power as a nurse came from the fact that she saw, she observed. All the time. Out of human interest she would have done so anyway, but close regard had been part of her training. She had had the good fortune to learn in London under one of the toughest nursing directors in the world— Miss Breen. Miss Breen had hammered the idea into her trainees. “Close regard, nurses, practice close regard. Unless you scrutinize a patient, how can you tell what’s wrong with him?”

By nature a conserver, Ellie filled her mind as she stocked her pantry— with goods that she might need someday. Nor did she ever throw anything away, in case it might be useful. As she conserved, she labeled.

In France, she soon learned to categorize. Among the wounded the responses differed from man to man, along a predictable range from the stoic to the tearful. Her training as a military nurse handled most of that, even though nothing had prepared her for the awfulness of the wounds. No manual, for example, contained anything about the burns from a sulfur incendiary, where the fire went on and on beneath the protective crust that the wound had formed.

Over and above her observation of the physically wounded, however, she took a particular interest in the emotions of the men. Among the marines served many who fought the war every day and survived. Some lived with unserious damage, such as flesh wounds from shrapnel. Others suffered no damage of any kind, no bullet holes, no ricochets, no burns, not even the helpless retching cough caused by gas.

When they had returned to camp, from the trenches or the battlefield, Ellie had watched them. A kind of ghastly sport had begun in her head. How much longer will I see him? Or him? Or this fellow— will he be a survivor? How many more nights will that one come back? To her surprise, more than a few returned throughout the entire action— even at Belleau Wood.

They didn’t all fight the same battle. Some went straight into the teeth of the enemy fire, and some spent most of their time in the deep slit trenches. Nevertheless, they were all frontline soldiers, they were part of the awfulness, and they saw appalling things. A few, a very few, went forward against the opposing gunners, tried to wipe them out, had some success, then retreated— and went back in again the next day. In the legends of the wheat field, those were the Americans who had literally run straight at the machine-gunners and killed them with their own bayonets. They did this day after day until they took Belleau Wood.

Ellie didn’t attend them all. The ridge of the advance ran in a wide semicircle. Some attacked from down in Lucy-le-Bocage, some from Bouresches, and some from the wooded ridge that ran between the two villages. She worked that ridge too, from one village to the other.

These unscathed men, to Ellie’s mind, were the most interesting. She divided them into three categories. There were those who strutted. There were those who said nothing, just sat quietly, with the next coffee and cigarette. And after the warriors and the silent ones, there was a third—very small— group, and whenever she saw them she shuddered. They came in from the field like men coming home from work: just another day at the office, my dear.

Once in a while one of them would need a wrist or an ankle strapped, or a thumb bandage where the firing mechanism of his weapon had burned. He would stand or sit there as though in a local hospital, business as usual. These men chilled her.

Now all her bones told her that one of them was sitting in her kitchen in Ireland, in this peaceful house that at that moment had been turning into some kind of dream.

Her father, when they began to talk, had asked about the men who came home. “What did they get out of it? What was their reward? And what will they be like in the years ahead?”

So far, she had identified no reward. Even the feeling of patriotism became diluted (some told her) when they saw what they were ordered to do on those barbed-wire mud-soaked blood-spattered entrenchments.

She refined her thoughts about her three groups: the swaggering warriors, the silent and weary ones, and the day-at-the-office men.

The warriors, she thought, will never admit to emotional pain; they’ll spend a lot of time at the bar, beer ‘n a shot. The silent ones will suffer silently and maybe accept the help of those they love.

As to the third group, the men who saw war as normal— she came to believe that they had enjoyed it; they had at last found identity and fulfillment out there in the killing fields. But she felt sure that they would have the biggest problems of all. Once back on Civilian Street, where would their killing hunger go?

She now remembered that from the first moment she had seen him at Bouresches she had slotted the young marine at her kitchen table into that last— worst— category. Ellie’s mind began to churn.

Footsteps pounded the stairs and then rang in the hall. Robert walked in. Ellie said to Vincent, “Did you know the chaplain, Captain Shannon? Now just plain Father Shannon?”

To which Robert said, “Even plainer— Robert.”

“I believe I’ve not had the pleasure, sir.”

Vincent stood up and saluted. Then, two feet from each other, they shook hands.

One man, once Lieutenant Ryan, saw a tall ascetic figure with a thoughtful face: a superior officer. He saw him with concealed shock. What? They’ve sent me to eliminate an officer and a priest?

The other man, the former Captain Shannon, saw a hefty but elegant man younger than himself, whose gaze never shifted, whose body had the ring of health. Ah! Wonderful! Do I have a new friend?

The smooth running of Vincent’s life depended on clarity. Conflict jangled him. Now, though, he had conflict— in trumps. He reached into himself and tried to keep steady, hold his feelings down, moor himself to his rational side— such as it existed.

He got there— and his rational side, if such it can be called, told him that he was a professional, hired to do a task for His Eminence, Cardinal O’Connell, a man whom he revered from afar, a man of style and power. Yet Vincent knew he needed to think his way through this problem. If he didn’t, things would go wrong.

They always did when he was jangled. There was a night when he had cut out the tongue of a building contractor in New Jersey before he killed him. He did so because the man had spoken ill of the Accountant. Vincent lost his temper— and the act was nearly witnessed. Careless.

Now, seeing Robert Shannon at last, the man he had been pursuing, the prey of his every waking moment, Vincent sat down slowly, reaching for the calm he needed. He gripped the sides of his bench. An officer? And a priest? Let the jangling play itself out. Hold on. First principles. You’re a professional. Back to first principles: assess, reconnoiter, complete. But— why? Why should such a man be eliminated?

Like a child with a new playmate, Robert began to pile on the questions. Ellie, gathering and labeling, listened with great care. After the war, said this young soldier Ryan, he had gone back to Boston. Through his family he got a job in an accountancy firm that specialized in property. Now he was executive assistant to the accountant who owned the firm. He gave details; she noted them down in her considerable brain. “A good memory is the sign of a good brain, Kennedy,” Miss Breen had said. “Use it.”

When she worked in Washington, Ellie had been delighted and intrigued by the telephone— but the entire county of Longford, so far as she knew, had only one telephone. It took two days, she’d heard, to book a call and get it through to the United States. Nonetheless, she filed away every word she heard from the young stranger. Just as she was about to ask how he had found them, he said he had been in a pub.

“Of course,” she said.

She quelled her unease and turned to her cooking— but she heard Robert. “Where are you staying?”

“Can you recommend something? I’m on a bicycle.”

Robert said, “Ellie—?”

Knowing she had no choice, and knowing the wisdom of keeping friends near but enemies nearer, she jumped in. “We have plenty of room. You’ll be most welcome.”

Vincent thanked them profusely and went to fetch his bag. Robert waited in the hall, and Ellie, not quite knowing why, stood at the kitchen door and watched.

Upstairs, Vincent pronounced his room wonderful, and they left him to unpack. Ellie set out steak to be cooked, and at last baked the lemon curd pie. Together, after some debate— dining room or garden— Robert declared for the welcoming warmth of the kitchen.

Before dinner, Ellie offered Vincent a drink, which he declined. He asked whether he could help in any way, and politely she turned down his offer. Robert engaged with him again, and they compared notes on people and places back home.

Vincent’s quiet ways animated Robert. His speech became livelier and faster. No mention, Ellie noticed, of Belleau Wood or that entire marine presence; and although Vincent clearly wanted to talk about the war, Robert skirted the subject, even when the names of individual officers came up.

For dinner, Robert sat once more at the head of the table, where Ellie had stationed him ever since he came to the house. She had done so because her father had always sat there, and because she hated sitting there on her own. She had also wanted to build Robert’s self-esteem, and whether or not she had made the thought conscious, she had also wanted to see whether he fitted there.

Delicious food, so the men agreed. Robert served. Had Ellie ever seen him so normal? No hesitation in midsentence. Nor did he pluck at himself, at his sleeve or his hair. Not until now had she seen him so like the man she had known, the chaplain, the hero, whom she had watched in France. The warmth of the previous few days came back to mind.

This is a major worry lifted. They say the shell-shocked mustn’t be under emotional pressure. And yet Robert was a virgin, not to mention a priest. Even bridegrooms have been known to suffer breakdowns. My God, how far has he sailed from his own shores? But it seems to help him rather than bother him— another reason to hope. Look at how he has taken to intimacy. And doesn’t he seem completely like a husband? He sure acts like one!

For his part, Robert hadn’t stopped to question, not even for a second, his departure from celibacy. The new life of his nights— and, indeed, his days— seemed to him a perfectly natural development.

On this matter, Sevovicz would have given Dr. Greenberg the third degree. Isn’t this bad for Robert? If it’s bad for him morally, how can it be good for him psychologically? And Dr. Greenberg would have made the assessment that, just as this man would never go back to war on account of its devastations, this man might never go back to the Church— on account of its devastations.

Sevovicz would have argued that being a priest is not something you do, it is something you are. To which Dr. Greenberg would have replied, “And what is a man?”

Robert would have had little to say to either of them. If he could have articulated anything— unlikely, because his recovery, whatever his great progress, remained imperfect— he would have put it simply. He would have said that a new and warm place had opened up in his life, a safe haven. Dr. Greenberg would have smiled privately and said a silent prayer to Sigmund Freud— if only for the language.

Vincent sat suspended. He ate and drank like a normal man, but his struggle had well and truly begun. Over and over the same sentences and sentiments strode across his brain. This is the man I have to eliminate? An officer, and— my God!—a chaplain? Why was this assignment given? Why would His Eminence want one of his priests killed? Jesus, there must be a real good reason.

Whatever his turmoil, he played his part in the evening’s conversation. Distributing his attentions shrewdly, he asked Ellie how she rolled out the pastry and how much salt she put in the flour.

She looked at him as though he had two heads. “I’ve never been asked a question like that by a man,” she said, and they began to talk about cooking.

Robert listened, delighted, as they traded recipes. Vincent offered fried chicken; she told him about potato cakes with onion.

At one o’clock in the morning Vincent learned that the household had no plans for the next day.

“We might go for a drive,” said Robert.

“Or a walk along the river if it doesn’t rain,” said Ellie. “But sleep as long you want. I’ll be up around eight.”

He shook hands and said good night in the hall. They stood together and smiled up at him as he climbed the stairs. Vincent smiled back down. He made a strong show of climbing the stairs heavily, then opened and closed his door with similar ostentation. But he stopped on the landing and tiptoed back to the staircase. The couple had not left the hall— he saw them standing close together, Robert’s hand on Ellie’s hip. Vincent stepped back and, along the landing, checked each door. Only one other room showed signs of two lives.

Hah! So that’s it! Immorality. An immoral priest. I can understand that. How that must hurt His Eminence. This man is no longer a priest. And he’s no longer an officer either. Yes, I understand now.

In his room he finally unpacked and laid everything out neatly, the first time he had felt like doing this since he started his bicycle travels. Now he felt better; he had retrieved some understanding and therefore some control. He could proceed.

Is this Day One? I’ve only just arrived. Day One, assess. Then Day Two, reconnoiter. And Day Three, attack. What about a “drowned lovers” scenario? Heroic. She falls into the river and is drowning. He jumps in to save her, hits his head on a rock, and drowns. Nobody then to save her. Easy. But never rule out another option. This might be an excellently clean operation. It can be over swifter than I think. Is tomorrow Day One or Day Two? I think I’ll call it Day Two. And nobody knows I’m here.
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Next morning, the sun rose full of gold. Ellie opened all the windows. Robert went back to sleep and she smiled. It seemed like a day for breakfast alfresco too.

She reflected on the evening and the night. Robert had been so pleased with Vincent Ryan, but her discomfort had grown. A kind of guilt nibbled: Why so suspicious? This isn’t war, is it? Why not see this as a gift? He’s a most personable young man, and he’s had a very good effect. Here is Robert, opening up as never before, and showing no traces of disturbance. Remember what he was like when he arrived?

She wished she could get a second opinion about Vincent. But people never dropped by. She was rarely home. She had no local social life because everything revolved around the hospital. And her school friends and childhood acquaintances— they had all emigrated.

She next wished she could speak to somebody— anybody— about this Vincent Ryan. When she reviewed what he had said so freely about himself, it amounted to very little. He said he grew up in South Boston, but you probably couldn’t throw a stone in South Boston without hitting a Ryan. He said nothing that could trace him. His stories were clever. The only people he mentioned by name were dead: other marines, officers. He has— what’s the word?—he has a … glide. That’s it, a glide.

Deep in these thoughts, she didn’t hear Vincent come in. Soft-footed down the stairs, soft along the passageway he came, silent through the open kitchen door. She had her back turned and took her alert from the dog, who stirred and looked up. She turned— and started; Vincent stood right behind her.

“Good morning.” He held out a huge hand; she took it.

“Oh, good morning. Did you sleep all right?”

“Yes, thank you, ma’am. Very lovely room. And you?”

“Very well, thank you. The summer’s great, we can have all the windows open.”

“I was worried about mosquitoes.”

“Oh, we have none of them in Ireland. All our bugs are two-legged.” He didn’t get the joke.

She sat the stranger at the table. “We’ll eat our breakfast in the garden, it’s such a lovely morning, so sit here and talk to me until it’s ready. Where have you been since you came to Ireland? Where did you travel? What did you see?”

He replied carefully, as though thinking everything out loud, recalling everything.

“Well, I sailed on a wonderful ship. She was brand spanking new, the SS Antonia. She took me to London, and I took a boat from London to Belfast. I stayed in Belfast with some cousins, and then I bought the bicycle and made my way down country until I got here.” The trail-covering falsehoods rolled out.

“How long is your vacation?”

“I told you last night, ma’am.”

Just a touch of edge crept in, a “don’t annoy me” tone. Ellie caught it.

“Of course you did. You said you were going back in three days. We’ll be sorry to see you go.”

Vincent smiled a broad, innocent smile. Today is the day I watch every step and every move, hear every breath.

Minutes later and sooner than she expected, Robert strode into the kitchen. A knowing person would have read his face— the leftover sleepiness, the faintly ravished air, the comfort of pleasure.

“Hi, Vincent, good morning.”

“Good morning.” And Vincent stood up. What does he weigh, one hundred and eighty? Ninety? No difficulty taking him. Chaplains had no training.

Robert saw the tray and said, “Are we out-of-doors again? This weather, Vincent, it’s like home, isn’t it?”

As he picked up the tray, Vincent took it from him, and Robert led the way into the garden while Ellie continued to cook.

“Wonderful garden,” said Vincent. “How big?”

“Look around,” said Robert. “Or— wait a moment. Let me set the table and I’ll show you around.”

Vincent stood watching as Robert laid the table for three. Then the two men went down the path and turned left into the garden. This opened up a view to the rear gate of the property, where the car sat outside the garage.

“Great car!” said Vincent, and strolled over to look. “Have you driven it yet?”

Robert laughed. “Ellie does all the driving. I sit back and enjoy.”

They walked down through the long garden.

“Here’s my favorite spot,” said Robert, and they entered the arbor, where the ten-foot-high beech hedge formed a wide, deep letter U.

“Ellie’s grandfather planted this,” said Robert, with some pride. “It’s over a hundred years old.”

“Where does the garden meet the river?” asked Vincent.

Robert strode ahead of him. “You’re going to love this.”

He opened the tall wooden gate and walked down the rickety steps. Vincent stood at the top, assessing the way in, the way out, the other means of access, the strange little diving board.

“Is it deep?” he called.

“Very. About twenty feet.”

“Do you swim here?”

“I did yesterday,” said Robert. “Look.” He pointed to the little swimming course with its START and FINISH posts. “It’s completely private.”

“Is it safe?” Vincent began to descend the wooden staircase to where Robert stood on the bottom step. Can it be this simple? Just do it now, go back for her, and it’ll look like a drowning?

“Ellie says it’s mostly safe. But I wouldn’t be surprised at anything I heard about the Shannon.” He turned to Vincent. “She’s very much my river, you know. When I was a boy I learned everything I possibly could about her. But I never thought she’d be so wonderful to discover. Do you know she can make waves up to thirty feet high?”

Three feet apart now on the wooden staircase, Vincent stood behind and above Robert’s head. To his right, on the steeply dipping grassy bank, a halfhearted attempt had been made years ago to build a rockery. All that had remained were one or two ragged Solomon’s seal plants— and the rocks. Vincent picked up a stone bigger than his fist. He surveyed the back and sides of Robert’s head.

In the house, Ellie stacked eggs into a chafing dish with ham and sausage. She took the napkin-covered basket of freshly baked bread and put it with the chafing dish on a tray. As she walked into the passageway, she saw the dog standing in the doorway looking out on the garden.

Ellie Kennedy quickened, like a mother whose child is missing. Quickly she went back, put the tray on the table, hurried from the kitchen, and closed the door behind her. The dog didn’t move out of her way. No sign of Vincent and Robert.

Ellie bustled down the path, into the garden, looked around the corner, and saw the car: no sign of them there. She headed to the tall wooden gate.

No birds sang at that moment. The garden’s quiet mood caught her attention even though she walked fast. Dew sparkled on the grass; in the underhanging branches of the flowering shrubs she saw the night’s jeweled cobwebs. The plums look almost ready to pick— they broke the branches last year. Where are they? Dear Christ, where are they?

Ellie reached the gate and called, “Robert!”

On the steps Robert turned his head back to the call. He saw the rock in the killer’s hand.

“Ha!” he said.

The killer stared at him; Ellie called again.

“Look,” said Robert. “That’s sandstone.” He took the rock from Vincent’s hand and turned it over like a schoolboy with a find. “Most of the riverbed stone is limestone, but there’s some sandstone too. See the red? Like little patches of blood.”

By the time Ellie reached the top of the steps and looked down, the murderous tableau had broken up.

“Breakfast!”

“Terrific!” answered Robert and, seeing Vincent tremble, said, “Do you need a sweater? There’s a cold breeze off the river along here.”

He pushed past Vincent and ran up the steps toward Ellie.

“Is everything all right?”

Robert said, “He’s feeling the lake breeze.”

“What’s that in your hand?”

“A Shannon stone Vincent found.”

By the time— many minutes after Ellie and Robert— that Vincent reached the breakfast table on the gravel in front of the house, Robert had brought him a sweater from upstairs. When Ellie went back inside to fetch the chafing dish, the dog followed her and went back to his sleeping place.

Breakfast dawdled. Robert tired again, and Ellie, recognizing the excitement factor, sent him to bed. When he had gone, she began to explain shell shock to the stranger and told him the story of Robert and his departure from Belleau Wood.

“I saw a lot of men like that,” said Vincent, whose shivering had eased with food.

The stone sat on the table between them. Ellie looked at it, picked it up, weighed it in her hand, and said, “Do you want this? As a souvenir?”

He shook his head. She rose from her chair and with vehemence hurled the stone into the bushes. The crash startled a blackbird, who screeched indignation.

For the next hour and more they sat there, and she asked question after question. She wanted to raise the subject of the war. She hadn’t quite figured a way to get into it. She hoped she could judge what effects he might have suffered from it— if he had suffered any.

As she sat with him, her unease grew. What is wrong with me? Why am I so on edge? Is he just some man who makes people uncomfortable? But he doesn’t make Robert uncomfortable. Here they are, both in their thirties, with similar experiences. One makes me feel as though I’m made of silk, and the other makes my skin crawl.

“How much of the war do you remember?” she asked suddenly.

He looked at her, thrown off guard by the question, and before he could stop himself he said, “I miss it every day.” Realizing what he had just divulged, he amended. “I mean— I miss the marines. The friendships, the routine.”

Ellie looked at him. He has no difficulty looking me in the eye. Might as well ask him.

“Did it worry you— killing people?”

He leaned back and clasped his hands behind his head, a machine of bone and muscle.

“I gotta think about that,” he said, so softly that she had to lean forward to hear his words. She waited. “You know, ma’am, I don’t know that I ever killed anybody. I mean— I don’t know. And when I say I don’t know, that is the word I want to use, because we were firing from a distance. We were returning fire, and we never could see where our bullets were hitting. Their part of that terrain— it was awful dark in there. So I’m not troubled by it. Anyway”—his accent seemed to get more Irish— “I could never kill a fly. My mother brought us up to respect all of life as God’s creation.”

Ellie’s body took over. She folded her hands across her breasts in case the sudden chill should show. Her neck grew cold as though a slab of marble had been clamped to it; she felt a sweat in her hairline. Enough. I saw this man come in many times. I saw him clean the blood off his bayonet. Jesus God, his own officers were afraid of him!

She began to clear the table, fighting for a space in her mind where she could build a plan. He rose to help her.

“No. I’ll do it. Honestly,” she said.

“Ma’am, I was well raised.”

He loaded the tray better than she could, every movement economic, with superb use of little spaces. Ellie liked to see how people did things, and this man wasted no effort; his simplest movements had intelligence in them. He had the same view of life as she had: Get the small things done well and everything else will follow. She walked ahead of him into the house. Is he looking at my legs? My neck? My behind? His feet make no sound. How can he walk so lightly?

Together they began to tidy the kitchen and get the breakfast things washed up. He had such competence and speed. His mood changed; he softened into intimacy, almost a flirtation, a closing of the distance.

He smiled. He teased, “What rank did you have? Were you a colonel?” as she told him where to stow things. And he strutted a little, he postured his hips in a stance in front of her, showing his body. Ellie found herself reacting. Don’t be disgusting, Ellie. Get out of the kitchen now. Go upstairs and call Robert.

She had her plan, an outing to friends downriver, down below Athlone: Lena and Larry Mullen. Larry has friends and contacts; he’ll listen and tell me if I’m some kind of fool. Not a long drive.

Robert came bounding down the stairs.

“I thought we’d take Vincent to Clonmacnoise,” she said.

Robert clapped his hands. “There’s this swell place. We’ll go in the car. It’s an ancient monastery. Ellie has friends there; I actually stayed in their house without knowing they knew her— the Mullens. They have several children. I helped with haymaking.”

Vincent reciprocated the delight. How much of the smile derived from his own private joke? The previous evening, before he had knocked on the door, he had looked all around. He’d figured they had one means of escape— the car— and he’d made a small adjustment to the engine.

And so, with sweaters collected and doors locked, both men turned the handle over and over and over. Not a sound came from the engine other than a growl that died on the air.

Ellie sat at the wheel and frowned. “This car starts even in the frost,” she said. “Do you fellows know anything about cars?” She opened the side flaps of the hood and threw them back. Robert and Vincent stood beside her and peered helplessly in.

“We could go for a long walk,” said Robert.

“I have an idea,” said Vincent. “I contribute to a charitable magazine, I write for them. I thought this morning when I woke up that I’d like to write about this journey and about this house. How’s about I ask you folks a bunch of questions and make notes. We can turn it into a lazy day.” Ellie could not overrule Robert’s excitement; he was like a boy whose cousin had come to stay.

She said, “But you don’t need me for this?”

The stranger said, “Actually ma’am, you’re the person I do need. No offense, but the captain here, I mean— sorry, Robert— they don’t want two Americans.”

Ellie had no way out so she smiled and said, “Well, if you think so.”
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For three hours they sat, all through the afternoon. It became one of those immensely still days that Robert had already seen many times on the Shannon. Nothing moved. Now and then a bird whirruped by. From time to time, Robert stretched his legs. He walked the lawn, picked up a blade of grass, chewed on it.

Ellie answered questions— the house, her family, the river. She continued to watch Robert as keenly as she did every day. The afternoon strolled on, hot and still. In that quiet house, standing at the exact center of Ireland— three young people in their thirties, who had all been through a horrendous war, sat at a table in a garden while one of them contemplated how to kill the other two.

Vincent Patrick Ryan belonged in the clinical and precise category of hired killer. He liked neat work, no fuss; he liked to leave no traces. Control: That’s the signature he liked, a corpse that could easily pass into a coroner’s verdict as accidental death or misadventure. Only twice had he left traces that could result in verdicts of murder by person or persons unknown. Nothing could connect him to either crime.

At three o’clock, Ellie jumped up. “We missed lunch. Somebody around here must be hungry.”

Vincent thanked her and put his notebook away. “What time does it get dark around here? Ireland stays bright so much later than Boston.”

Robert agreed. “We’ll have daylight until ten o’clock.”

Vincent said, “I think I’ll take a nap.”

Robert said, “Good idea, me too.” Ellie, now on the alert all the time, hurtled from the kitchen and saw him halfway up the stairs behind the stranger.

“Robert, I need your strong hand.”

He laughed and called after Vincent, “Sleep well.”

“Thank you,” said Vincent. “See you guys later.”

He looked down through the balusters at Ellie, hustling Robert into the kitchen and closing the door. She’s on to me. She may not know it, but she’s on to me. She’s uneasy. I’d better hurry. Not rush, but hurry.

He had kept his bayonet from the marines— a souvenir in theory, a weapon in practice. He never traveled without it. It lived in a flap compartment at the bottom of his bag. After the war he took it to a saddle maker. The man made him a sheath of soft leather so that he could wear the bayonet on the inside of his leg. He took the blade out, polished it hard, sheathed it again, strapped it to his leg just above the ankle— and practiced taking it out.

When Vincent came downstairs from his nap, clean and fresh for dinner, everything had gone prematurely dark. The sky had changed. Too risky, Ellie said, to eat out of doors.

“I haven’t used the dining room for a long time.”

“Does this mean the weather has broken?”

“No,” she said. “The sun is going down very red. Look outside. Tomorrow’ll be hot. But we could have a downpour before then.”

Vincent, the man who planned everything, went to the door, saw the bloodshot sky in the west, and smiled. A swim in the rain at night would be fun.

“I forgot to look last night,” he said, when he came back into the house. “Is there a moon?”

“It’s not full,” she said. “But it’s bright late. I saw it last night; it’s a waning moon. I think it was full about five days ago.”

She opened the dining room windows and the curtains didn’t billow; they hung limp. For the next hour or so, she and the stranger chitchatted in the kitchen while she cooked and they waited for Robert. The Marine Corps came into their conversation again and again. They exchanged names: Hamilton, “Old Jule Turrill,” Colonel Catlin, hit by a German sniper in the lung. Vincent had never known how short of supplies the medics had been; she had never known how poor the troop communications had been.

An eavesdropper would have assumed that these two people in their mid-thirties, evidently secure and competent, were two old friends who had been in the same action during the war and were only now beginning to debrief themselves and unload a lot of the war’s baggage. Not for a second would anybody have guessed that the man in the conversation intended to kill the woman that night or, at the latest, next day— and that the woman deeply suspected the man and could do nothing about it.

Robert came downstairs and slouched into the passageway toward the kitchen door. Ellie saw him coming and knew there had been a mood change.

“Excuse me,” she said to Vincent, and barreled out of the kitchen, closing the door behind her.

She stood in front of Robert and made him halt. He had not washed or changed; he looked disheveled and stale. I’m right. There’s something bad in this house now, and he’s picked it up.

“Robert, my love, we’re going back upstairs now, just for a minute or two.”

She turned him around and, holding his hand, walked up the stairs so briskly that she forced him to abandon his slouching walk and follow her.

In their room, she sat him down in the chair on her side of the bed, poured cold water from the pitcher into the basin, dipped a face towel in the pitcher of cold water, and began to wash his face. She helped him take off his shirt, and she washed his shoulders, neck, and chest as only a nurse can do. Then she tipped back his face and kissed him on the mouth, a slow soft kiss, the kind he most liked. She made him stand up and finished the undressing until he stood naked, and she continued to wash him.

From the closet she took a complete outfit of fresh clothes for him and, from the skin out, began to help him dress. Bit by bit, his mood changed. By the time she had sponged his face again with the cold face towel, he had picked up considerably.

Inside two hours, though, his mood would alter again— and extraordinarily.

Ellie went down first; Robert followed close behind.

“Look!” she said, and flung open the dining room door.

To the beauty of the room and the table, Robert came a little further alight. Since he had come to her house, Ellie had observed his eventual good reaction to anything of beauty— glass, linen, paintings, flowers. Now she sat him down at the head of the table, in her father’s carving chair, and went back to the kitchen. Robert looked all around: the table set for three, the silver, the glass, the napkins edged with old lace. He couldn’t tell that the windows were open, the candles barely flickered.

With Vincent helping, Ellie served dinner. They sat to a meal of boiled bacon and cabbage with potatoes.

“How can I ever again call it ham?” said Robert.

“I thought,” Ellie said to Vincent, “that you should eat our national dish.”

“I seem to have eaten little else in Ireland,” he said. By now he had figured out the method, the timing, and the time: midnight, about two hours away.

Vincent talked food with Ellie again. Never, he said, had “the national dish” tasted so good. Ellie had put some raisins and some honey from her own beehives in the cabbage.

“When it’s almost boiled, I transfer it over to the pot where the ham is just about cooked. The cabbage finishes boiling in the same water.”

And she had cut the finest flakes of sautéed onion through the tiny white potatoes.

It all looked wonderful in that heavy Victorian room. The brooding furniture sparkled as the candles lit its polish. The glasses shone, reflecting the flat blades of the silver knives. Vincent reached down and touched the flatness of his bayonet in its sheath on his leg.

In the half-light the three people looked ever more beautiful. Their conversation sparkled too. Ellie made a concerted effort to draw Robert out further and further. She had been much encouraged by her recent successes in that direction, and now she began to tell Vincent of their journeys together— to the source of the Shannon and to the harper’s grave. As she spoke, she invited Robert to take over. Where he faltered in mid-sentence, she jumped in so seamlessly that it seemed like a normal couple’s assistance of each other in their sociable dinner-table conversation.

Vincent watched, listened, and laughed at the right moments. All the time, he considered his options. Suppose they won’t go out of doors after dinner, what should I do? Worry about that when it happens. This seems like just the sort oft night when people would go and look at the river after dinner. And I only need him to come. I can come back for her.

The meal traveled on; they crossed landscapes on that cream damask tablecloth with its Carrickmacross lace, handmade two centuries earlier by Ellie’s great-great-grandmother. And they settled worlds and peoples in the gleam of those candles and knives, forks, and spoons that had been in the family for four or five generations.

Slowly, slowly, Robert Shannon’s face cleared and he began again to look like the figure he had once been— an elegant young man of intelligence and bravery.

At the other end of the table sat the woman whom an uninformed observer might think was his wife. Ellie, at last, had begun to relax. Michael Joyce had told her in Amiens, in that brief and desperately loving bedroom, that her smile could stop a tank. It could— or a heart, as it now stopped Robert’s.

Between them, on one side of the lovely dining table, sat their killer. He looked from one to the other like a man at a slow tennis match, the hands bigger than weapons resting on the wonderful old linen. He smiled when they did, he laughed with them; he grew serious at their ideas. Almost there. This is good. Almost there.

Two things happened within minutes of each other, one not unexpected, the other not expected at all. Both events shook the house, and one shook those three lives— forever.

Robert had begun to tell, haltingly and with Ellie’s help, the story of the Shannon legend. She had encouraged him to write it down and said she’d correct it with him. Vincent’s arrival had delayed that exercise.

“There are nine of these trees,” he told Vincent. “You know hazelnuts? They grew on these trees, and they were magic hazelnuts—”

At the word magic, the curtains billowed in a great whoosh! And the breeze coming into the room almost blew out the candles. All three laughed, and then came the noise of the thunder and the rain. Ellie raced to shut the windows and got them closed just in time.

“The front door,” she said, and Vincent jumped from the table, ran into the hallway, and slammed the front door shut just as the rain began to hit the flagstones on the hall floor. The dog whined and went under Robert’s chair.

Directly overhead, the thunder crashed; it sounded like a mountain falling. The deep rolls ended in sharp cracks as the boulders of the skies collided.

“We used to say, They’re bowling in Heaven” said Robert. He could barely make himself heard above the noise. More thunder, louder.

“This is like a play,” said Ellie, rubbing her bare arms.

The dog whined, shifted, turned around seven times, and lay down again. The three people sat there in a kind of apprehension, a little scornful of the awe they felt.

Then they heard a new noise, a hammering, an insistent, almost rude hammering. Ellie looked at the two men’s faces. She thought she heard it first above the thunder and, though not sure, she rose from her place and went to the dining room door.

When she opened it they all heard the hammering, as loud as the thunder itself. The men left their places. Ellie walked forward to the thick front door, which shook on its old hinges. As Vincent and Robert stood behind Ellie in the hall, she opened the heavy door.
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Unforgettable. A sight from somewhere wild. A crazy vision. In the doorway stood a huge shape, gesticulating, throwing out arms. Behind the shape, lightning flashed— just once, a vivid sheet flash— and the three people in the house saw the flash reflected in what seemed like goggles. Water seemed to flow down the shape and the water caught the light, this time from the oil lamp in the hallway.

“Is Father Robert Shannon here?” said the voice, the unmistakable voice.

In he came, all six feet five of him, dripping water from that nose, that elks head. He peeled off the goggles and with them came the cap, the tweed cap that now had enough water in it to slake a Sahara camel. Ever classy, he twisted the cap in his hand and watched the water cascade on the stone floor.

Robert almost danced forward. Sevovicz held out his arms, his long wet welcoming arms, and the men hugged like ancient friends.

Robert, with joy in his voice, said to Ellie, “You know who this is?”

She said, her relief leaping, her heart racing, “I can guess.”

“Your Grace, this is Ellie Kennedy. She was my nurse— in France.”

Sevovicz said, “I know who she is.”

Robert turned to include Vincent, but Sevovicz stopped him with a long imperious arm and said, “And I know who you are too. A word, please.”

In his dripping clothes he strode forward between Ellie and Robert, saying over his shoulder, “Where can I speak with this man in private?”

She opened the next door across the passageway, the drawing room. Robert made as if to join the two men.

“Leave it,” she said to him.

Sevovicz took the lamp from the hall table, laid a heavy hand on Vincent’s shoulder, steered him to the drawing room, and closed the door behind them.

“Let’s go back to the dining room,” said Ellie. “I’ll explain later.”

Robert, dazed and most anxious to talk to his mentor, obeyed.

In the drawing room, Vincent’s mind raced: Can I take him? He got to a wall and, with his back to it, stood straight up; he felt the bayonet against his shin.

“Do you know who I am?” said Sevovicz.

“What’s going on?” said Vincent.

“I am an auxiliary archbishop to His Eminence, Cardinal O’Connell. Sent by Pope Pius himself. Do you understand?”

“What are you talking about?”

“Why are you here?”

Vincent said, “I was passing through. I heard there was an American—like me, traveling alone—staying nearby.”

“No. You asked. You asked in a bar.”

“Yes. I asked in a bar. How do you think I got here?”

“Why did you ask?”

“I didn’t ask.”

“You just said you asked.” Sevovicz stood directly in front of Vincent, taking up his personal space, blocking any chance of reaching down to his ankle for the bayonet.

“Yes. I asked where he was staying.”

“But how did you know there was an American staying here?”

“Because they told me.”

“Who told you?”

“The men in the bar.” Vincent risked throwing his arms out: Create some motion. Then make a sudden movement. His nose. Chop under the nose.

“But you asked them?” Sevovicz snapped. “And keep your arms still.”

Vincent lowered his arms and made himself seem patient. “Look, Your Grace—”

Sevovicz glared at him. Of course. He’s a Catholic too. An Irish killer. Send an Irish killer to Ireland. Makes sense.

“Look at what? Are you Irish?”

“Yes, I am. I’ve been here on vacation and to visit my family, so I stopped in a bar. They asked me what I was doing, and they told me there was another Yank, another fellow just like me, who had been in the bar a few days ago. They said he was staying here, in this house.” Hoping to sow a seed of doubt, he added, “When I got here— I knew the owner.”

“How?”

“She was a nurse with the marines.”

Sevovicz said, “Oh, my God! You were a marine.”

“Once a marine, always a marine.”

“You’re not a real marine, you’re a fellow who went into the marines to hide the fact that you like killing people. I know the marines. They throw out men like you. How many marines have you seen since the war?”

Vincent felt stretched. This man knows too much. Worse, he knows too much by instinct. He understands. Even if he doesn’t know who I am, he knows I haven’t been acceptable, not since the war. I was good enough during the war when they needed me, but they’ve avoided me since then. They never invite me anywhere.

He began to deploy the genuine distress that he now felt. “I don’t know why you’re so hostile to me. I haven’t done anything. Captain Shannon is one of the great heroes of my life.”

Sevovicz hesitated— not a relenting hesitation, just a gathering of time. “When are you leaving this house?”

“I’ve told them— the day after tomorrow.”

“You leave tomorrow morning, understood? Until then we are normal. Go out. Stay where I can see you.”

He stood aside to let Vincent pass by. In the hallway, the lamp in Sevovicz’s hands gave Vincent a huge shadow on the walls. Sevovicz held the lamp higher: It gives me an even bigger shadow. Good!

Ellie set another place and the archbishop sat down. He devoted the first moments of his attention to Robert. Vincent sat quietly.

“Let me see you. You look well, Robert; we all miss you. Have you found your ancestors?”

“Your Grace, I feel better. This search, this return to my family’s birthplace, to where my blood comes from— it’s been wonderfully healing.”

Ellie said, “He improves with every day. His appetite is good, he sleeps—”

Sevovicz held up an imperious hand, without turning his head toward Ellie.

“Continue please, Robert.”

The hand stayed up like a policeman’s until Robert had finished his summary of where he had been, “from the source to the sea, Your Grace.”

Then Sevovicz said, “Ha! So your journey, Robert, is now ended?” He turned to Ellie. “How long has he been here?”

“Several weeks.”

“Thank you. You have looked after him beautifully. Now he goes elsewhere; now he comes to Rome with me. We will sail from Limerick next week. I have inquired; there is a ship that leaves next Friday. And this young gentleman”—he swiveled his hand and pointed to Vincent—”he tells me he leaves tomorrow.”

Ellie said, in the voice of a nurse who should become a hospital matron, “Everything is happening a little quickly.” But, my God, I’m relieved. I’m so relieved. She added, “Your Grace, please eat. What would you like to drink?”

“Some excellent claret would be acceptable. Failing that, some cognac.”

Ellie moved to take care of the archbishop. When she’d left the room, Robert said, “How did you get here, Your Grace?”

“By ship to the place they call Cove, although the name looks very different on the map. Then I bought a motorcycle.”

“But how did you find me?”

“In Ireland, as you must know by now, everybody knows everything. I heard that a young American priest was staying with a former U.S.

Army nurse. It made sense. That is all; it is boring to speak of such matters. Please tell me about your health.”

“I’ve eaten a lot, Your Grace.”

“Dr. Greenberg will be proud of you.”

Sevovicz turned to Vincent and said rapidly in a voice so low that Robert could not hear, “Go to bed. The police know I am here. And in any case your assignment has been canceled. I spoke to your accountant friend before I left. That is how I know about you, and that is why I am here.”

He turned back to talk to Robert again.

Vincent shook hands with Robert and left the room. He climbed the stairs and closed his door. Ellie returned with a bottle of wine and a corkscrew. Sevovicz took the wine from her, held the label to the light, handed back the bottle, and said, “Some cognac, please. I do not drink wine from that side of the Gironde River.”

Ellie disappeared once more, and Sevovicz said, “It seems to me from the way you speak, Robert, that you are feeling much better.”

“I am, Your Grace. I remember things now. I wrote everything down.”

“We do want remembrance from you, Robert. Remembrance may be a useful thing. But you must decide how and with whom you share your memories.”

Ellie reentered the room on those words and decided to take back control of her own house.

“When Robert attempts recollections, he always seems stronger next day.”

“And we know this by what means?” said Sevovicz.

“How did you know about”—Ellie pointed to the ceiling—”our guest upstairs?”

“I fear I cannot tell you that,” said Sevovicz. “He will be gone in the morning.”

“I’m afraid I don’t have room for you to stay,” said Ellie.

“This is a big house. I saw that as I arrived.”

Sevovicz rose from his chair, strode from the room, swept up the oil lamp again from the hall table, and marched upstairs. Within moments he came back down again, as heavy-footed on the stairs as a Clydesdale horse.

“Such nonsense. You have at least three vacant bedrooms. And I hope, for the sake of morality, there are only two available. Besides, tomorrow night you shall have everything but your own room free.”

Ellie sat down in her chair again. This man is like a hurricane. Is he going to take Robert from me?

Sevovicz, as though he had read her mind, said, “Robert will come with me on the ship to France, and then we will travel down to Rome. He is to live in the Vatican for some considerable time. They want to talk to him about some things.”

Robert looked from one to the other. In moments such as this, when debate about him had taken place in his presence— it had only happened between Dr. Greenberg and the archbishop— he sat mutely. This was different. He had a feeling that something powerful was happening— and he could see from Ellie’s face that she certainly didn’t like it.

Of all the possibilities, Ellie hadn’t allowed for the archbishop. Nor, of course, for Vincent. She took several minutes to sort out her thoughts. First came the relief of having the outside world intervene in the matter of Vincent. The siege of his presence had been lifted. But now a new matter took over.

She had expected that when Robert came back to his fullest sensibilities, they’d talk about him and the Church, yet she’d calculated that this lay some time off, in a future she felt no need to chart. But they had already begun the debate, in small pieces at a time. She had told herself that she had the advantage of time. Nobody knew where Robert was, and she had no intention of telling his superiors in Boston that he was living in her house. And not only living with me but sharing my bed. Although I’d like to see their faces.

She had hoped that if she got it right, Robert would recover fully and settle in this new environment, all his ghosts laid to rest. For that reason she had delayed asking him any details of the Boston Archdiocese. Still, she needed to know what had been so awful— what had caused his relapse. That would form part of her argument; if they could address that issue together, Ellie felt certain that she could change his life. He’d never go back to war— so why would he return to a church that also damaged him? That was the approach she intended to use. Now, though, she knew in her heart and soul that she faced nothing less than a tug-of-war for him.

She made her move. “Your Grace, tomorrow, when we have more privacy, we’ll discuss Robert’s future. I have, after all, been taking the most recent care of him— as I did before you arrived in his life.” Might as well bring things out into the open right now. Begin as I mean to continue, carry the fight. He’s not going to take Robert away from here until Robert has the full capacity to make that decision for himself. And that may be never. Even as he is, three-or four-fifths a normal man, he’s better than the five-fifths of most men I have ever met.

Sevovicz said, “Very well. We shall speak tomorrow. But remember, I am Robert’s superior.”

Ellie said, “I believe you are not. I believe that Cardinal O’Connell is.”

“There are things of which you do not know, matters to which you have not been privileged. Please go to bed, Miss Kennedy. I will take care of Robert.”

“No. That will not happen.”

Sevovicz tried to pull a sneaky trick. He lowered his voice, glanced upward at the ceiling to indicate the stranger upstairs, and said, “I wish to keep the house secure.”

Ellie said, “In that case you would be better employed staying up all night. I’ll put an armchair out for you on the landing. Robert still requires a lot of sleep.”

Sevovicz didn’t retreat visibly, but he knew that she had trumped him. First round to this woman. Huh. Wait until tomorrow.

“Robert, I think it’s time for bed,” said Ellie.

“I shall sit here and think,” said Sevovicz. His tone of voice used to terrify his priests in Poland, but it rolled off Ellie; she had cowed generals.

She made final arrangements for Sevovicz who, true to his word (having finished the bottle of cognac), finally went upstairs and sat in a chair on the landing all night, not far from Vincent’s door. At first light, he sat up straighter as he saw the door open and the big blond man emerge.

Vincent didn’t see Sevovicz; he saw only the staircase ahead of him. Sevovicz, dozing, woke with a shock and saw Vincent, bag in hand, go down the stairs. He raced after him and caught up at the front door.

“Where do you think you’re going?”

Vincent looked at him. “You told me to leave in the morning, Your Grace.”

“Have you no manners? You would leave without saying goodbye?

Dreadful. Sit here in the hallway until the lady comes down. You will then depart like a civilized guest.”

Vincent dropped his bag on the floor, sat in the chair, and gazed at The Falls of Doonass.

What do I do now? I don’t like this. I don’t like this at all. But it isn’t over. I know that. This is not over.

Sevovicz thought about checking that Robert still slept, but he didn’t wish to make noise. Nor did he wish to find Robert wrapped blissfully in that woman’s arms. To continue his vigil downstairs, he took a chair from the dining room and sat in the dim hall across from Vincent.

They looked at each other. Vincent broke the gaze first.

Sevovicz said, “Why do you do this?”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“You do know what I mean.” Sevovicz leaned forward and stabbed the air. “You know perfectly what I mean. Why do you do it? Do you know what will happen to you?”

Vincent, fully aware of his bayonet and barely respectful, said, “Your Grace, you must explain to me what you mean.”

“He who lives by the sword perishes by the sword. Go away somewhere. Do not trouble people. Join the French Foreign Legion. They conceal men like you.”

“You have not said what you mean.”

Sevovicz ignored him. “Or, better, heal yourself. My Robert— my Father Shannon— will become a Prince of the Church because he has healed himself. He has done the necessary thing in life for great healing: He has made the great journey, he has returned to who he was, to where he and his family came from, in the deepest way. That is a healing process.”

Ellie appeared at the top of the stairs. She never praised her own appearance; her vanity, such as it was, lay in her work. But this morning she looked glorious and she knew it; she had taken the greatest care with her appearance and put on a red shirtwaist dress with cream flowers.

“Good morning, Your Grace. Good morning, Vincent.” She kept her voice light and playful.

Both men stood up.

“I must go,” Vincent said.

Now Robert appeared. “Is this a conference?” he said, fresh and light. “Goodbye, Captain Shannon— Robert.” “Ohhhhh!” Robert took Vincent’s hand. “Breakfast?” “I have a long journey ahead of me. Thank you, ma’am, for your hospitality.”

“Goodbye,” said Sevovicz, and opened the yellow front door. The moment Vincent had gone out, Sevovicz closed the door with a slam.

Ellie had planned breakfast in the kitchen; she wanted Sevovicz on her own territory. As she led the way she knew that the atmosphere in the house had lightened. Her thoughts buzzed. One problem solved; another problem arrived. What’s to be done now? If this archbishop finds out the house arrangements, he’ll want to take Robert away immediately. And Robert isn’t strong enough to resist. He’ll go to the bishop or the parish priest and say, A priest of mine has been deceived into living immorally. I need your help.

Suddenly wracked by relief at the stranger’s departure, Ellie sat down on one of the settles as though poleaxed. Now I want this bloody man out of here. He’s just as dangerous to us as the other fellow was.

Resourceful as ever, she formulated the plan that would give her what she wanted— and what she believed was best for Robert. They would take to the road. Robert still had his ancestral search to complete. They would make arrangements to meet Sevovicz at the port of Limerick. And we’ll simply not show up. I need to think it through. But if we stay here, this bloody fellow has the advantage.

She began to hustle and bustle, preparing breakfast. Talking and talking, Robert and Sevovicz made their way along the passage to the lobby. She listened to them through the open door.

“Ellie’s father was a doctor. He died just after the war, and so did her mother, so she’s all alone here. Or was until I arrived.”

Ellie winced. He’s so innocent. He’ll next be telling this man what we do in bed.

Sevovicz appeared in the kitchen first. He sat at the table— in Robert’s chair.

“Um— Your Grace.”

“Yes,” he boomed.

“Robert sits there.”

“He won’t mind.”

“But I will.”

“Oh, my dear miss, you must learn to distinguish between the important and the silly. That is what makes doctors different from nurses.”

He might as well have jabbed her with a red-hot poker.

“I believe that it is good behavior to act well as a guest,” she said.

He looked at her as though she had slapped him— which, in a way, she had.

“Very well. Where would you like me to sit?”

“In the place where we always seat our honored guests”—and she pulled out the long bench on the far side of the table.

Sevovicz rose as deliberately as he presided over funerals, walked the long way around the table, and sat down elaborately. She wins the first round. I must watch this woman; she is experienced. She will not win again.

Robert arrived and sat down. “Do you like my chair, Your Grace?”

Behind him, Ellie gave a see? glance to Sevovicz, which he noticed.

“Now, Robert, we must make your arrangements. You are about to receive a very great honor from the Holy Father himself. Some chaplains of that terrible war are to be made monsignori, and you are the leading honoree.”

“Wonderful,” said Ellie, in the tone she might use praising an enemy.

Robert looked from one to the other. “How long will I be away?”

Sevovicz was about to say, You will live in Rome, when he saw Ellie raise a shushing finger behind Robert’s back.

“The journey will take a week or so.”

“Can Ellie come? Will you come?” he asked, turning his head.

“We’ll sit down later and work out all the details,” she said, and continued to cook.

Sevovicz looked around the kitchen. “How many objects, Robert?”

“What do you mean, Your Grace?”

“I spy with my little eye. Remember?”

Robert laughed. “I’m long past that stage, Your Grace. Ellie, did I tell you? They used to get me to play I Spy, to see whether my memory was returning.” To Sevovicz he said, “I don’t need that anymore. My memory is coming back all the time.”

Ellie served breakfast. The archbishop, remembering how food improved Robert, waited until they had all finished eating— and then he leaned forward. At last his moment had arrived. Now he could clinch his mission; now he could uncover what it was that Robert knew from the archdiocese, the thing that had so unhinged him. At last he had come to the point of unhorsing William O’Connell and thereby getting the preference he so ambitiously wanted from Rome.

For months of close attention he had waited for Robert to recall and then tell what he knew about the Archdiocese of Boston. Over and over Sevovicz had asked himself the same question: What could it be?

Everybody knew about the two marriages, the embezzlements, the cooked property deals, the criminal advisers. And now, it seemed, everybody knew about what Sevovicz thought of as the pansy life of Gangplank Bill. Would those facts by themselves have been enough to send this recovered war hero back into shock?

Whatever it was must have been extraordinarily awful to have tipped him so far and so completely over the edge. Could it have been as bad as murder? In the archbishop’s own house? One heard all sorts of rumors coming out of there. If it was serious enough to cause a young man of great integrity such damage, it was serious enough to close O’Connell down.

This was the task Rome had sent him to do. Giovanni Bonzano, the legate, had even hinted that if the Holy Father had to replace O’Connell, the See of Boston would be open, wouldn’t it? And it could only be filled by an archbishop. Sevovicz replayed all these questions and details over and over and over.

One of the reasons why Sevovicz irked people had to do with his ego. He knew a big moment when he saw one, and he had the gift of drawing attention to it. But he was as unsubtle as a huge spotlight and he plunked himself down in the middle of any histrionics that happened to be around. In part, that accounted for the reason he had come to Ireland. He wanted— he needed— to be where such drama might be about to take place. It offered opportunities for him.

Even when he was a young man, he had had the force of presence to stop a room dead— as he did now. So powerfully did he create and hold a pause that the temperature in Ellie’s kitchen seemed to drop.

“Robert, my dear boy. Time to talk. Your days in the chancery. How much do you remember?”

Ellie, unable to hear the ticking of the bomb, chimed in. “His memory is perfect again. I was in France, I saw the same things Robert did. He remembers them perfectly.”

“Excellent, oh, this is excellent.” Sevovicz turned to Ellie. “But this is Robert’s second recovery. Did he tell you that?”

Ellie said nothing.

Sevovicz said, “That is what I meant, miss, when I said there were things you didn’t know. Robert had a relapse when he worked for His Eminence, didn’t you, Robert?”

Robert said cheerfully, “I certainly did.”

Again, Sevovicz held the pause. Ellie waited. Robert alone seemed un-fazed.

“Do you recall what it was that you saw or heard that caused the relapse?”

“Oh, I do, Your Grace. I remember everything.”

“Everything?”

“Yes, I do. I have remembered for some time.”

It took Sevovicz an enormous effort to contain his elation. A stroking of one palm with the fingers of the other hand would have betrayed his excitement— but only to those who knew him well, and none of them were here to see this.

“So, Robert, my dear boy can you tell us—” Sevovicz rose abruptly. “Perhaps this is something that only I should hear. As your spiritual adviser.”

Ellie Kennedy’s famous tongue could swear a gray sky blue. Nor did she care who heard her; she rarely used such language but always to great effect. Now her mouth formed the words— but Robert preempted her.

“No, Ellie must stay.”

“But”—Sevovicz tried again—”I mean, the things you have to say?”

“I have nothing to say.”

Sevovicz looked at him, like a cat looking at a caged bird. “What?”

Robert held out his hands. “There’s nothing to say.”

Sevovicz sat down again. “But my dear Robert. You had a serious relapse. Dr. Greenberg is the best psychiatrist in this field, and he said it had as serious an effect upon you as the war itself. So how can there be nothing to say?”

Robert sighed. “I’m sorry. I’ve put it clumsily. I should have said, there’s nothing I can say. I mean— there is plenty to say. But I can’t say it.”

“What do you mean?” The cat could see the bird, could even put out a paw and touch the bars of the cage— but couldn’t grasp the prize. Robert held his hands out wider and didn’t speak.

“But, Robert, you knew something dreadful?”

“I did, Your Grace. And I do.”

“And it was so appalling that it— well, it caused you damage, serious damage?”

“Oh, yes, Your Grace.”

“Therefore, it is in the Church’s interests— in your interests, in the interests of the pope, the Holy Father himself— that we know about it.”

“I know.”

Ellie watched, almost holding her breath. And in your interests too, I bet, you big ugly Pole.

“Robert, my dear boy please tell me.”

“Your Grace, I can’t.”

“No, Robert, you must. If you were caused danger of that magnitude, then whatever was done in the Church’s name— done by the Cardinal Archbishop of Boston— no matter how eminent he is, the Church must know. He must be removed.”

Ellie knew grave matters; she had seen a great deal of life. And she knew ambition; she had watched military politics, where one officer would send another into death’s very jaws to remove an obstacle from the chain of command. She almost smiled. Now I see. Sevovicz has been sent in as the pope’s hatchet man, and he’s after the cardinal’s job himself.

Robert’s improvement had been remarkable— most significantly and rapidly since he had come to Ellie Kennedy’s house, where he felt safe and invulnerable. On his best days he had all his old intellectual sharpness. In one of those prolonged flashes of clarity, he now spoke.

“There’s a reason, Your Grace, why I can tell you nothing. It’s a reason you will completely understand.”

“Robert, my dear boy it will have to be a very grave reason.”

“Oh, it is, Your Grace.”

“What could be so grave?” Sevovicz hit the table with a knuckle; his nerve wasn’t holding.

“Your Grace, you must know, from your own experience. You must have seen it. It is the Seal of Confession.”

“What do you mean?”

Robert explained patiently. “Do you recall the day we went to see His Eminence for him to become my Confessor?”

“You were so ill afterward.” Sevovicz clapped his hands together. “I was so worried. I shall never forget it. When you emerged from His Eminence’s study, you were so pale, so white, you were close to collapsing. Did he rebuke you so much in Confession? I asked you, and you did not reply.”

“Well, I had good reason. His Eminence did not hear my confession. I heard his.”

“What?” Sevovicz’s one-word question sounded not so much like a pistol shot as an artillery shell— a boom! with a crack!

“Yes. He made me his Confessor. As he had every right to do. And in that Confession he told me everything.”

Sevovicz clapped his hands again. “Because he thought that you would forget!”

“As I did. But now I remember.”

“But you knew things long before he made his confession to you?”

“I did. But I don’t know which things I knew, and in any case he covered everything. That is why it took so long that day. He made a General Confession.”

Sevovicz turned to Ellie. “A General Confession, miss, is when a penitent wishes to renounce all the sins of his life.”

“I know what a General Confession is,” she said. “Have you ever made one, Your Grace?”

“I have no need. Have you?”

“There isn’t a priest in the world who’d have enough time,” she said.

After that, the Archbishop of Elk sat with his huge head held low and his eyes down, sighing all the while.

When a last cup of tea had been downed, he said, “I will pay a courtesy call upon the bishop of this diocese.”

Ellie said, “Of course. Do you know where to find him?”

“I do.”

Ellie recognized the subtext: He’s letting me know that he’s reporting this situation.

“We thought,” she said, “since Robert now has only a few days before the boat at Limerick, that we’d continue his search for his ancestors.”

Sevovicz said, “There isn’t time.”

Robert said, “I know where to go.”

They looked at him in astonishment.

He turned to Ellie. “The man, the storyteller, Dominic? He said it: How do we find the traces of a mud hut? But the name Shannon may be much older, as Dominic also said. And I’ve seen where the legend began.”

Ellie said, “So where do you want to go?”

“There’s another possibility, one I like very much. I heard about a monk named Senan. He founded a monastery on an island in the mouth of the Shannon, Scattery Island.”

Ellie said to Sevovicz, “And then we can meet you at Limerick.”

“I have to go to Cork also,” Sevovicz said. “My luggage is there. And I have to sell my motorcycle.”

They drank more tea.

Sevovicz said, “Robert, I understand about the Confession. And I praise you for having told me, for preserving the Seal of Confession. But please tell me about your vocation. Do you still have a vocation?”

Robert said quickly, “Oh, yes, I do, Your Grace.”

Sevovicz rose and held out his arms like a statesman embracing a crowd. Ellie turned away so that neither man could see her face.
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Sevovicz left the house as a ship leaves port— with bells and boomings and a drama of farewells. Wanting to pull rank on the local bishop, he had dressed, in part, as a dignitary. His black stock beneath his round collar had the prelate’s impressive flash of purple piping.

As he went, Ellie said, “Perhaps you would call this gentleman in town.” She handed him a name and address. “My car needs to be fixed.”

“I will fix your car,” said Sevovicz. “I have learned about engines.”

And he did fix the car and then revved away on his motorcycle.

When he had gone, Robert said to Ellie, “What will we do?”

Ellie said, “We don’t have to do anything.” She hugged him. “But what are your plans for—” She stopped. “No, let’s not discuss anything now. We should leave the house. And leave immediately.”

Robert said, “Why?”

“In case our bloody bishop comes around. He’ll try and get you to go to his house and stay there.”

They raced, tidying and putting things away. Upstairs Ellie packed. “Enough for four days,” she said. “Where will we go before Scattery Island?”

“There were some people— who were very kind to me.”

“Why don’t we go back down the river?” she said. “And meet as many of those people as we can.”

They loaded the car. Ellie had to figure out how many cans of gasoline to stow and how to manage the trip according to where she could buy fuel en route. Limerick provided certainty other towns less so. The dog climbed in. With the sun high in the sky they headed south. Anticipating Sevovicz’s route, she took the opposite bank.

“This is wonderful!” shouted Robert above the noise of the wind. “I can truly tell my father, when I go home, that I traveled the Shannon from the source to the sea and— almost— both banks.”

Ellie said nothing, but she registered Robert’s talk of home.

On narrow roads, at a top speed of twenty-five miles an hour, they reached Banagher. Robert had made a list of all the towns where he wished to stop. They drove into the center and he directed Ellie to the far side of the river.

“We stop here,” Robert said, outside a fine house. Mr. Reddan’s great and lovely motor truck stood outside the door.

Ellie stayed in the car and Robert knocked. A woman opened, an inquiring look on her face.

“May I speak to Fergus?” said Robert.

She looked at him calculatingly Then, with a sudden burst of enthusiasm, she said, “You may indeed. I know who you are.” Leaving the door wide open, she disappeared and came back a moment later, followed by Fergus. “Here he is.”

“Oh, hello,” said Fergus. “This is my mam.”

Robert smiled and beckoned to Ellie, who stepped out of the car. He introduced her, and Fergus’s mother took over the conversation.

“This man,” she said to Ellie, indicating Robert, “he stayed in this house several weeks ago. I wasn’t living here then at all. But whatever he said to Fergus, everything got better.”

Robert said, “I didn’t say anything. Did I, Fergus?”

Fergus just smiled.

Back in the car, they drove down the western bank of Lough Derg. Sometimes they could see the lake, sometimes not. At Mountshannon they stopped on a height with a wonderful view and ate their sandwiches and drank their milk. Robert told Ellie the legend of the eye and the red lake. If they hurried, they could make Limerick by nightfall.

They stayed at Cruise’s Hotel. At dinner in the hotel dining room he told her all about Chopper Shannon, Maeve MacNulty— and the soldiers.

“And the soldiers are still here,” she said. “Look.”

A troop of six uniformed men, rifles at the ready, marched into the hotel and arrested a young man in the dining room; they ushered him out with a gun in his back. Robert shuddered.

“I hate it,” she said. “I never want to see another gun or uniform as long as I live.” When she spoke the words, she saw Robert relax. This is good. Talking about it helps. Maybe the fact that I feel the same— maybe that’s a real help. But— but what? Why have I all of a sudden grown fearful? Oh, Jesus God, this comes from a part of me that I know. This is the part that told me Michael was dead, that Mama was dying.

They finished dining at seven and Robert, now increasingly in command of his steps and movements, asked the hall porter for directions to Pery Square, was it within walking distance, and was it safe? The answer was yes to both questions.

“As luck would have it,” said Sheila Neary “my bridge game was canceled.”

She regretted that they had eaten, and over massive drinks she began to talk to Ellie about Robert— in Robert’s presence.

“He came here with a friend of mine. D’you remember Maeve?” Robert smiled. “Well, Maeve fell in love with Robert. Yes, she knew he was a priest. Anyhow, we all fell in love with him. D’you know what? This house was never so peaceful. And the peace has never left it since. And”—she turned to Robert—”you’ll be pleased to know that Maeve got her man. Her widower is going to marry her.” To Ellie: “She does a bit of matchmaking and she met this man. He has no teeth but she loves him. There’s a place here in Limerick, she tells me, where she can hire teeth for the wedding.”

That night, in their hotel room, Robert said, “There’s something you never asked me.”

“Which means that there’s something you never told me.”

“Well, I’ve been thinking. I invaded your house one morning at dawn.”

“And I was out walking the dog down the fields. Before going to work.”

“You never asked me,” said Robert, “how it was that I came back. Or why.”

“You never told me,” said Ellie. “But I reckoned that you would one day.”

Robert sat up in bed. “I had slept the night in a wood. There were soldiers. I think I told you about that. All along my journey I had been afraid to ask for food. But people were so hospitable that I never went hungry. Part of the reason I came to your front door was— I think— to ask for food.”

“And you’d have got some,” said Ellie.

“I sure would.” He laughed. “But when I opened the door and looked in— and I’ve never done that in my life— I began to think of you. As I walked farther and farther in, I kept seeing your face. And I remember standing in the kitchen and thinking that this was the kind of house Nurse Kennedy would have.”

“Why did you think that?”

“I don’t know,” Robert said. “I don’t know. And then I got nervous and was afraid somebody would see me and I ran out. And on the way out I caught a glimpse— but I didn’t know it until later— of the Currier and Ives.”

Ellie said, “It always reminded me of you.”

“So,” concluded Robert, “I went on up the river, but the image of that house wouldn’t leave me. And it rained and rained and when the rain stopped and I went out and looked at the river, I said to myself, ‘That is Nurse Kennedy’s house.’ And boy did I race back down the banks of the Shannon. How many miles did I ride in that day?”

“About a thousand,” she said.

The drive next day thrilled Robert. He made Ellie stop the car at several points to look and recall how he had walked or stopped or sat— and he recalled his own state of mind.

“It was like— it was as if I would see something, remember something, and then it would go blank. Disappear.”

She said, in bittersweet voice, “It will so help your parents to hear this. And your doctor.”

If Sheila Neary in Limerick had been delighted, her joy paled beside Miranda’s in Glin. She turned cartwheels on the grass in front of the castle. Silently, she took Ellie by the hand and showed her everything— the massive gunnera; the soft brown wrinkles of the Jersey cows; the crow, Henry.

Her father said to Robert, “Bloody gunmen still out and about. Thought when Collins was killed they’d stop. Well, they bloody haven’t. Bloody peasants. Just be careful.”

They had lunch in the castle. Ellie’s knowledge of old furniture enchanted Miranda’s father. Mrs. Harty appeared and blushed red to see Robert.

“Oh, sir, oh, sir,” she said, and managed not another word.

Lunch ended at two o’clock.

“If you need a bed for the night,” said Miranda’s father, “we’re easy to find with our big white walls.”

Miranda, who had been almost sitting in Robert’s lap all through lunch, climbed into the car onto his knee and threw her arms round his neck. She put her mouth to his ear and whispered, “Come back soon. And bring her with you.”

A few miles away both O’Sullivans happened to be at home. Almost two months had passed since they saw Robert walk away from their house in that bizarre determined walk.

“Well, well, well,” said Joe.

“You still looking for Jesse James?” said Molly.

With tea and hot soda bread, they sat and talked and looked at the river and talked some more. They marveled that Robert had known Ellie in France and had found her again.

Joe managed to cut Ellie out of the herd and, when alone, asked, “How is he?”

“You can see. He’s just— well, getting better all the time.”

“You shoulda seen him when he got here. He was in bits. Mind you, he had a bit of a tantery-ra the day he landed.”

He told Ellie about the Dargan boy and how the Irregulars had hijacked Robert, hoping for the Last Rites.

Ellie, when she calmed down, said, “He told me some of it. Well, thank God all that nonsense is nearly over.”

Joe said, “Well, it is and it isn’t.”

She looked at him.

“We had a fella here,” said Joe, “looking for Robert. Big fella. Blond hair, the color of a girl.”

“American?” said Ellie.

“Ah, yeh. We were in a bad way we were so frightened of him, so we passed the word on, like.”

Ellie said, “It’s all been taken care of. If he was a bad hat, Robert knows nothing about it. No need for him to know.”

“No, no, you’re right, so long as he’s all right. And he’s looking great.” Still, Joe seemed less than satisfied. “Where are ye going next?”

“Robert wants to go to Scattery Then— he has this ship in Limerick.”

Joe still seemed uneasy. He shuffled his feet. “What’s he going to do?”

Ellie shook her head and looked away, close to tears.

Joe said, “Robert’ll do the right thing. That’s my guess.”

Ellie thought but did not say, Yes, but what’s the right thing?

And still Joe shuffled his feet; and still he seemed uncomfortable. He took a deep breath.

“That big fair-haired fella. He frightened the life outa Molly.”

“He frightened the life out of us all,” said Ellie. “He stayed with us for two days. Then Robert’s bishop came to the house— I don’t know how he found us— and he got rid of him.”

“He didn’t,” said Joe. “No.”

Ellie looked at him. “Oh, Christ. This is why I’ve been nervous all day.”

Joe said, “He’s in Limerick. A man from the village met him, he was asking about joining the Irregulars.”

“Oh, Jesus God. What do we do?”

But Robert came across at that moment and said, “Joe, there’s somebody I have to meet.”

After some conversation with her husband, Molly gave the precise directions, and they set off in the car, Ellie, Robert, and Joe. Ellie drove the little lanes, the small roads. There is no protection here. And those bloody Irregulars are commandeering motorcars.

Joe identified the house, and Robert knocked on the door. A faded woman appeared.

Robert said, “Excuse me. Are you Mrs. Dargan?”

The woman looked up at him. “I am.”

“I’m a visiting American priest. I was with your son when he died.”

She did nothing. Not a muscle moved. Then she looked away, then back into Robert’s eyes. “Was he all right?”

“I was with him. To the very end. He was more than all right.”

“Did you know he was only twenty?”

“I guessed he was young. He was very peaceful.”

“Oh, thanks, Father. Thanks. I won’t say no more now.”

To Robert the resemblance to her son seemed striking. She turned away and went into her house and didn’t close her door. As Robert watched she halted by a chair, a simple kitchen chair, and rested her hand on the top bar of the chair back. She stood there for a moment and then turned to put both hands on the chair, and then she bowed her head until her forehead touched her hands. Robert watched for a moment and then tiptoed away from this unspeakable grief.

When they returned to the house, Joe said, “We can take you to Scattery on the boat, but we’ve no room for you to stay tonight. You could go to Kennelly’s; they have room over the pub.” He never made a judgmental comment or asked an intrusive question, even though he had seen and assessed the relationship accurately.

While Robert and Ellie remained at the house, Joe rode his bicycle to the village and called to Kennelly’s. He made the arrangements and got a key, so that Robert and Ellie could get in through the side door of the pub late that night and not be seen by the drinkers. Joe talked to Denis Kennelly for a long time.

The conversation moved from high anxiety to greater worry to near panic. Both men, old friends, batted back and forth in equal concern.

“What we don’t want,” Joe said, “is them stopped on the road and the car taken, and this fella being part of the gang and recognizing my two friends.”

“He’s open about it. He was staying in Cruise’s Hotel in Limerick last week and talking to everyone. Wants to fight for his country, he says.”

“Will they take him on?”

Denis Kennelly said, “The Irregulars are desperate for men. There was a Cronin boy from here killed last week. They said he was an informer. But he wasn’t shot like usual. Bayonet wounds, they said.”

“In Limerick?”

“Yeh,” said Denis Kennelly.

“Oh, God above! My friend— he has to be in Limerick for the ship. Isn’t that easy to trace?”

Both men fell silent.

“I have an idea,” said Joe.

Vincent Ryan was not in Limerick that Thursday night. He had indeed been staying there, at Cruise’s Hotel, in comfort, patriotic bonhomie, and goodwill. At least that was the side he presented to the world. In the bar he had asked discreet questions about the Irregulars. Soon he was taken to meet them— and he made many fine speeches about Ireland and Irish freedom and the U.S. Marine Corps and war.

But on the long journey down from Lanesborough, Vincent had been in a welter of depression. He rode some of the way, he stowed his bicycle on trains, he caught a bus. Hour by hour, minute by minute, he fought for focus. The ship leaves Limerick on Friday. This is my best chance. It’ll call for a different tactic.

At no time during the week, however, did he get an unbroken or peaceful night’s sleep. A ferocious debate had arisen within him, a discourse that he likened grandly to “a battle for my soul.” He took bath after bath after bath. Water is supposed to heal, to cleanse, isn’t it? What am I cleansing? They told me— they told me what? What did that archbishop say? He’s a man of God.

The more he fretted, the more his focus slipped. He vacillated— wild swings between thoughts and feelings. Loneliness, the mood he feared most, swept in, and to his anguish he realized that he missed Robert Shannon. He could be such a friend to me. A friend like I’ve never had. What am I thinking of What am I thinking of

All week he didn’t sleep, and on the day before Ellie and Robert got to Tarbert, he made a major decision. At least I should try the archbishop’s suggestion. At least I should see how I feel. Captain Shannon went back to his roots, and he didn’t even know where his roots were. But I know mine.

He jumped out of the bathtub, stood in the middle of the suite, and raised his hands above his head. I know it. I know I can do it.

In the mouth of the Shannon, over near the coast of Clare, Scattery Island has legendary status in the early Celtic Church. The sixth-century monk Saint Senan, an austere and difficult man, built his monastery there to face not the east but the sun. Women who lived there at that time, Keans and MacMahons, Scanlons and Hanrahans, had to leave, because Senan would tolerate no women near him or his monks.

From this cranky, misogynistic friar arises also the legend that probably became the dragon of Kerry Head, because by all accounts Senan banished a serpent that harassed Scattery Island. His hand raised in blessing, he stood on the bank watching the serpent’s coils thrash the water as the beast headed toward the ocean.

People still lived on Scattery when Robert Shannon came through in that summer of 1922. They piloted Captain Aaronson into the estuary before Robert came out on deck that dawn. Had he visited the island, they would have shown their cemetery to Robert with pride, the Temple of the Dead.

He saw it now, as the little party of four walked up into the body of the island. Before they left, Molly said, “Shouldn’t I stay at home? You know what they say: A woman on the island brings a curse, not a cure.”

“Ah, how could you bring a curse on anything?” said her husband.

Ellie Kennedy said, “To hell with that. I’m going.”

Sometimes on the Shannon estuary a remarkable haze shimmers. It’s always distant, it’s always a few hundred yards away, and it’s not silvery like many heat hazes— the Shannon haze has almost a mauve tinge, as though the heather on the headlands had a say in the color. It’s the kind of haze that was made when one of the gods found that his wife needed a light cape around her shoulders. That haze shimmered on the day that Joe O’Sullivan and Molly took Robert and Ellie across to Scattery in the white rowing boat. On the journey, Robert, holding Ellie’s hand, remained silent.

Joe tried to gain Robert’s attention. “I came across here one day and I saw a whale turning back to the sea.”

Robert smiled but said nothing. He had reached the last moments of his journey, and he believed he knew now what he had set out to discover. The estuary spread its welcome for him, and the water could not have been calmer, could not have shone brighter. When he turned to look back over his shoulder, he could see the little stone pier where Captain Aaronson had put him ashore.

The night before, in the quaint room over Kennelly’s bar, he had talked to Ellie.

“I still fear my dreams. And with no warning at all I can still see the piles of rags and hear the guns. When that happens I am rocked and shaken— it’s like being hurled to the ground by something I can’t see.”

She said, “But look at the change in you. Look at the improvement.”

“Making decisions frightens me. I feel I don’t have the tools for the job.”

“Robert, you do. I know you do.”

“But look at the magnitude. I was ordained a priest. And I have been looking for that part of me. That’s one of the reasons I came to Ireland. At least I think it is.”

Neither slept. From time to time Robert paced. When he stopped, Ellie paced. In between they lay in each other’s arms.

“I always wanted to be a man of God.”

“Does one have to be ordained to be a person of God?” she said. She opened the window and put out her head. “Come over here. Smell the sea.”

He walked to the window; a traveler in the street below would have seen two heads glowing side by side in the faint light of the starry night. Together they sniffed like hounds.

“This was my first smell of Ireland,” he said. “The morning I landed. I stood down on the jetty, terrified. There were green weeds flapping in the water.”

As they lay down, timelessly side by side again, he took her hand.

“Here’s how my mind has been working,” he said. “Given my vows, what is the honorable thing to do? And is it the best thing I can do for everybody? How can I behave with equal honor all round? This is the tyranny of choice.”

Ellie began to laugh.

“What’s so amusing?”

She raised herself on an elbow and looked at him; in the darkness she could still see his face.

“I was laughing,” she said, “because this isn’t the first time that I said to myself, ‘He’s cured.’ That’s what I was laughing at.”

She paused. “And by the way. Suppose that it isn’t tyranny. Suppose it’s the magic of choice?”

Vincent didn’t join the Irregulars. He made a symbolic gift of his bayonet to the commandant, whom he met in a safe house, and returned to his room, to his thoughts and preparations. If I find solace, I will know what I am meant to do. If I don’t find healing there, I will also know what I am meant to do. Whatever, I know it will be the right thing.

It took him three hours to ride from Limerick to south Tipperary He slowed down many times, past houses whose family names he now recalled, seeing hillside woodlands in the distance. The best days that he remembered had been in the open fields, looking at rabbits or hiding in long grass. In one grove behind the house he had known every tree, because he had climbed them all.

At Ballinagore he swung into the lane; nothing much had changed. Were the bushes a little bushier, the trees fuller and taller? The house had never been visible from the road, and he freewheeled down the slope as the sun began its long slide down the sky. The lane had even more potholes now. Rounding the corner by the gate that still hung askew, he staggered the bicycle to an abrupt stop. The place had been destroyed.

After the bomb atrocity and the deaths of the men roped together, nobody, it seemed, had attempted to repair the place. The kitchen table lay half in, half out, of the building and all the accoutrements of the house had been scattered; rain since then had further reduced them. Wet books and papers, old clothes, drenched footwear— devils from a black and sodden hell had rampaged here.

Vincent dismounted and, averting his eyes, walked to the rear of the house. The tree in which he used to hide from his father still flourished and his hiding place in the high branches had grown deeper and greener and safer. At least that gave him something. He found his initials— VPR— now bulging from the bark.

The field up which he used to run and the grove that had a crab-apple tree— they still looked as comforting, were still welcoming. Those bushes across the lane from the front door, those friendly bushes where he had hidden so often— they had grown higher and much, much thicker: comfort there too. Is this what that archbishop meant? Is this the kind of feeling that Captain Shannon found?

When they landed on Scattery Island, Robert leaped from the boat and walked toward the ancient ruins like a man possessed by joy. He had always been gripped by the attention of fascination. It had brought him to Ireland; it had almost certainly saved his life. He had always had the capacity to retreat from the world into a cause, a near obsession; hence his fascination with the River Shannon.

He walked here, he walked there, he looked out at the estuary and beyond it to the broad Atlantic. He settled his feet squarely on the ground. Is this it? Is this, after all, my family’s footprint? Let me feel it. Let me feel the soles of my feet on the earth of this place.

The others watched him, delighted at his delight. They sat on the grass with him, they listened to his sheer enthusiasm— and they smiled at this man, a boy again.

And they jumped to their feet, startled to their boots, when a big man came striding through the grass of the ruins toward them.

Vincent turned to the house and forced himself to walk in. Obviously a bomb had done this. Some cleaning had been attempted— probably of bodies. The alcove to which they had moved his mother’s bed by the fire for her last illness had been shattered. Globs of old brown mortar had been blurted from within the whitewashed walls above where her head had once lain. The people who had moved in after the Ryans had made an extra room by dividing the big family bedroom. That new wall had been blown down too, and Vincent looked into the room where he used to sleep. The ceiling to which he used to look up, and on which he drew imaginary pictures, bore streaks and blasts of black exactly above the place where he used to lie. Three beds had stood there. They had been mostly destroyed by the bomb and their bedding hung in wrinkled dark-stained hanks from the iron bedposts.

He turned and walked back, picking his way through the rubble over the dark stains on the floor— and heard a voice.

“Back to the scene of the crime,” it said.

Two men stood in the lane, facing the house.

“We knew if we kept watching,” said one of them, “murderers always come back.”

That man had a machine gun and the other had a rifle. Vincent Patrick Ryan wore an oatmeal tweed Norfolk jacket that day, and a cream shirt and a yellow knitted vest and a cream-and-red paisley tie and these lovely clothes, and his taut skin beneath them, and his organs and arteries deep inside his body now burst open as this boy who had never known peace, and whose entire life had already been riddled by the mistakes and misjudgments and misuses of others, died screaming and twisting in a storm of gunfire.

Anthony Sevovicz’s voice echoed down to the water. “Excellent punctuality.”

“Your Grace? What are you doing here?”

Ellie asked, “Where’s your ship? Aren’t you supposed to be sailing?”

Sevovicz pointed upriver. “There she is.” A vessel bore down, black with red and blue markings, a large and lovely and threatening ocean liner. “I came down last night. I stayed with the parish priest in Kilrush. I have everything arranged.” He addressed Robert. “We will go out on the pilot boat. I thought you would like a more intimate last look at your river.”

Ellie said, “Robert?”

“Miss, a word please.” Sevovicz, now wearing a black roll-neck sweater and black pants, led her away through the grasses, halted, and stood confronting her.

“What are you doing to him?” said Ellie.

“Mother Church wants him. And Mother Church gets what she wants. Go and confess your sins, miss, and please cease to tempt our poor priests, especially when they are so weak.”

He walked away, stranding her. “Robert!” Sevovicz called. “Time to go.”

Robert had been watching the encounter and his exuberance over Senan and the island and the estuary abated. He walked away from Joe and Molly; he walked in a direction opposite to Ellie and Sevovicz, where a small gnarled hillock gave him a better view out over the water. To his right he could see the gentle mauve haze out toward the Atlantic. No boats were in sight and, on land, not a soul. When he turned left he saw the gentle majestic ship drawing closer and closer.

I should be thinking great thoughts. But I’m not. I’m thinking simple thoughts. The beauty of this place. The simplicity of the ancient past. The simplicity of my own ancient past. I knew nothing when I came here. What do I know now?

He stood for what seemed to the others the longest time, and then he left his viewing post. Sevovicz had begun to walk down to the pilot boat, where a man wearing a hat sat with oars crossed at his knees.

Robert walked over to where Ellie stood.

“I am going with him,” Robert said.

“You are?” It came out as a wail.

“Yes. I am going to travel with him now, on this ship. I will go to Rome. And I will accept the honor that they are giving me— I will accept it on behalf of all chaplains.”

Her face began to crumple; the sight pierced him, yet he lost no steadiness.

“But I will not accept the title of monsignor. And then I will do three things.”

She closed her eyes.

Robert said, “Ellie, look at me.”

She forced herself to open her eyes again. He looked straight at her, saw the pupils dilated with anxiety, the rims reddening with impending tears.

“I will suggest the forgiveness of Cardinal O’Connell. Not a perfect man, I know, but he has done good things too. And they will listen, because I have things to tell them, important things. He is in part a misjudged man.”

Robert paused and took a deep breath. “While I’m in Rome I’ll begin inquiries concerning my own laicization.”

Ellie looked away, a sudden hand to her face. Sevovicz, too far from them to hear the conversation, strode down through the hillocky grass toward the sea. Ellie looked back at Robert, opened her mouth as though to ask a question, but made no sound.

Robert reached across the space between them, took her hand down from her face, and held it.

“I will tell them clearly that I wish— without being hindered— to become a layman.” He took another deep breath. “And then I will come back to you, and I will live with you by the river. That is— you are— my vocation. There are many ways to be devout. And over the weeks I’ve come to know that, for me, you are home.”

Far across the river stood the lighthouse and the tall ragged box of the old castle, sights Robert Shannon had seen on that first gloomy morning when he stood on the freighter’s deck coming into Tarbert. Now, though, even the dark warning rocks shone in the sun, and the waters of the estuary sparkled. Nowhere in his vision did he see a terrible bloodstained wheat field, or the ragged bodies of his once-gleaming young comrades.

Neither of them moved. Robert had spoken so easily and so firmly, and he was so composed and on fire that Ellie could only stare at him.

Glory, it is said, is the flame of exploit. Whether she yet fully knew it, she was looking at a man who now saw himself clearly— and no longer as a casualty, but as a traveler come home, his life and soul brought to new purpose by the river that he had followed all his life.
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Author’s Note

During the early twentieth century, Ireland began to practice a wonderful new dramatic form—politics. It was free, compelling, and wild, and the Irish, with their fondness for high intrigue and low comedy, embraced it with love. This was a natural fit. Though colonized for generations, and denied formal education, the Irish had retained in their race memory the innate culture of the oral tradition. Thus they were always prepared to come out for someone who would tell a good story, play a fine tune, or act a great part.

Extraordinary passions were stoked in this theater-for-all, as massive figures, of uneven character and temperament, opened up the nation’s soul. The country became notorious for fiercely fought elections, fevered by noble intentions, instabilities, and greed. Some of the candidates believed that they had a destiny to lead; some proffered vision; some scarcely bothered to hide their predatory intent.

Idealism being the virginity of politics, the new nation burst at the seams with young zeal. But even the most idealistic discovered to their sorrow that freedom can also do harm to our values, because democracy, our “least worst” system, takes away even as it gives.

Innocence is the price of power.
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She sprang from the womb and waved to the crowd. Then she smiled and took a bow. That’s what her mother told me, and so did the midwife, Mrs. Haas. During the birth, the wind howled outside, and the snow whirled in a blizzard of frightful depth and terror. People died on the streets that evening, overwhelmed by the weather. When the blizzard cleared at around ten o’clock, the stars came out bright and brighter, salt grains and diamonds, high above New York. The wind had stacked up the snow in hefty, gleaming banks against the bases of the tall buildings. By then the infant was pink and asleep, tiny hands wrinkled and clenched. Venetia, her name was, chosen the instant she appeared, and she was born, her mother insisted, in mythic circumstances: “Moses;” “bulrushes;” “nativity”—she murmured those words, to herself as much as to me.

You are reading the story of Venetia Kelly, that “mythically” born baby. She became a young woman of remarkable talent and passion, and when she was thirty-two years old—the year I met her—she was drawn into a terrible intrigue that had a profound effect upon my parents and me.

I’ve waited a long time to write it down. My reasons for doing so at all? Simple: The story isn’t over, and I’m telling it now to try to secure its ending. I’m aware that I’m like a man running after his hat in a high wind: I may never retrieve it; at moments I shall seem ridiculous; and finally the forces against me may deny me the result that I want. But there it is.

Venetia Kelly’s story became my story too; it determined the direction I would take at one time, and has controlled how I’ve lived ever since. I can’t say whether I might have had a different life if I’d never met her, but such has been her impact that I’ve never looked for anything else. In other words, the existence that I lead keeps me as close to her as I can get under the circumstances.

As you read, please know that I’m a man of mature years telling the story of himself when young, so forgive me if at times I make the young me seem and sound older than eighteen. In fact, I don’t think I’ve changed that much; certainly I recognize myself easily. And I wasn’t a complicated young man, but an only child is always a little different. My parents treated me almost as an equal, and I perhaps had more adult sensibilities than were good for me at that age.

I think that I might have found it easier to write about myself as a younger child—the small boy who dug for gold on the farm so that he could buy his parents gifts; who worried that they worked too hard; who bought his mother tinned pears for her birthday. At eighteen, some of that survived, but by then the sense of responsibility with which I am cursed had begun to grow all over me like an extra skin. I feel it every day, I feel it now; it too spurs me to try to put this account in your hands. But I’ll endeavor to assemble all the reasons, as I think of them, and as they arise.

Tiny Digression (more Digressions later too): Is there an ideal age at which momentous events should happen to us? Is there a certain plateau we must reach before we’re capable of taking on “big things”? I have no idea, and if anybody ought to know, I should.
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As you’ll see, I can’t tell you this story without the detailed inclusion of the mother, Sarah Kelly, also an actress. Sarah, when telling me about Venetia’s birth, flung about the word “auspicious.” That afternoon, in an attempt to induce birth—Venetia was two days late—the mother sang something from Donizetti; she said that women in the theater had told her a high note could bring on labor.

As she hit the note, a horse in the street below neighed so loudly that the two expectant women, Sarah with her massive bump and Mrs. Haas with an armful of warm towels, went to the window and looked down. Sarah said, given the tricks of the light, that she thought she was “looking at a unicorn.”

That same morning she had a letter from a school friend repaying an old debt.

“Auspicious,” she said, waving a hand like a frond. “Wasn’t it all auspicious?”

The father wasn’t there that snowy night of the birth. Nor did he ever appear in Venetia’s childhood. He did speak to me eventually (once the others had agreed to be interviewed), and he then, this unpleasant, aloof beanpole, tried to buy my silence. This was a fellow so measured that people said he never changed his clothes—always a black double-breasted suit, startling white shirt, dark red tie.

So: born out of wedlock, the daughter of a rich and prominent man and a glamorous and already renowned actress, a storm-tossed birth, a foot of snow in the streets, pedestrians hurled to the ground by winds of hurricane force, perhaps a unicorn, plus a recompense coming from afar. Was it mythic? It’s tough to say no.

“We have myth to correspond with the great moments of life,” Sarah Kelly said to me all those years later. She was prepared only to talk about such things as the birth or Venetia when young, and had condemned Mrs. Haas to the same restrictions. “‘When beggars die there are no comets seen; the heavens themselves blaze forth the death of princes.’ And every mother knows the exact, the precise, the meticulous details of the birth of every child she has ever borne—that’s her own, private little myth. So I can tell you—this was a birth from a legend. If you want proof, see how remarkable the child became.”

Now, looking at my notes of that conversation, I can analyze what Sarah said. In essence, she linked the birth of her daughter to the birth of Jesus Christ, and she supported her thesis with an unattributed quotation from Shakespeare, the remark about beggars and comets, and so forth.

If you want to put yourself in good company, reach for the top. That was Sarah—dramatic, resplendent, with a long, elegant slope of a nose, and born without the gene of shyness. And that, in essence, was the level of sophistication we came up against, my family and I. Plus, not far away from Sarah, crookedness, thievery, danger, and death.

Nobody here in Ireland recalls snow that night, or planets crashing, or at the very least some thunder and lightning. I’ve made local inquiries, and I’ve checked the meteorological office records—rain here, frost there, fog somewhere else, temperatures between 28 and 48 degrees Fahrenheit, nothing abnormal.

Where Venetia Kelly was born, the weather also looked as though it would stay ordinary that day—a dry and sunny New Year in New York, the first of January, 1900. In fact, it was unseasonably warm on Park Avenue. And then, in a matter of hours, the blizzard swept down from the Great Lakes faster than a rumor. No wonder Venetia often complained of the cold.

Sarah had to leave the house that night where she gave birth; she had to get out before the Andersons returned. That, apparently, was part of the deal. The conception of the baby had taken place in Mr. Anderson’s study on Park Avenue—“on the desk,” she told me. Sarah had always wanted to see his home, observe the things that comforted him; so, his wife away for Easter, Mr. Anderson had invited her over on the Sunday afternoon.

When she discovered that she was pregnant, Sarah then told him that she’d like the child to be born in the house in which it had been conceived, because she understood that great good luck attached to it.

“It’s what the Chinese believe,” she told me.

I myself have had the good fortune to know some Chinese folklore scholars, and none of them has ever told me—or confirmed or found for me—such a nostrum.

The blue-blooded wife knew nothing of their affair and its arrangements—although Mr. Anderson mused that if she had known, she might well have agreed; she possessed, he said, that kind of eccentric tolerance, she was an American WASP. But in any case Mr. Anderson maneuvered things so that, once he knew roughly the date, he would make sure that they would be in Connecticut for their annual Christmas sojourn.

“The arrangement was,” said Sarah, “that I had to get out as soon as I felt able, no room at the inn, so to speak.” After the birth, Mrs. Haas was to send a message to Mr. Anderson in Greenwich, using Sarah’s code: “The workmen have left the house.”

Everything turned out as planned, although Sarah said she could have done without the rush to her father’s house on that cold night. Even so, she was to live there for eleven years until she came to Ireland.

Sarah Kelly eventually fetched up in Florida, retired and elegant, well cared for. She had spent most of her life in an ivy-covered house on the edge of Dublin, where I went to see her a number of times.

With her help (up to a point), and constant research and questioning, I’ve spent years trying to piece together this story. The decision to assemble it finally became a matter of inner peace. There had been so many days when I’d asked myself whether I’d really lived through it, whether it had actually happened. Over and over I’ve had to interrogate the plot. Not to mention the sense of loss.

And I’ve longed for—I still long for—any clues of any kind to Venetia’s character, temperament, behavior, childhood, talent, anything. I want to know more and more and more about her; I never got enough of her.

Sarah didn’t help much in supplying any of what I wanted because Sarah couldn’t stop acting. After each and every meeting with her I spent so much time trying to determine how much was true, and how much performance. For example, as long as I knew her, she continued to give the impression of being airy, delicate, unknowing, and vague. She wasn’t; she was as sharp as a tack and as smart as green paint. The proof is that she ended up unscathed by the entire incident, unmoved. And she died very rich.

Those peculiar visits to Sarah brought mixed pleasures. To begin with, I always caught my breath when I saw her, because it was like looking at an older incarnation of Venetia. She’d stand at the fireplace, looking regal. Or under the huge tree in the garden, beckoning to me, and looking mysterious. Then the hand on my arm, the sigh as she looked at me and shook her head as she murmured: “Adonis, still an Adonis.”

Time was not the enemy of this beautiful woman; Sarah grew more beautiful. As she aged, she kept her figure splendidly, and—her actressy gifts—she constantly seemed to show it off to me, turning this way and that. Once or twice, I even thought she was giving me the old come-on. I never tested it, never did anything about it; I couldn’t. More to the point, I wouldn’t. But I often wonder if I should have; and then I think, What if I had fallen for her? I could have—the psychological conditions were in place. That was, of course, the trick; and she knew how to pull it off.

At the end of every visit, I came away cleft in twain by those mixed feelings: desire with distaste; liking with discomfort; warmth with repulsion. By the time of our last “appointment,” as she called our meetings, I’d learned enough not to succumb, knew that I had to handle myself carefully.

Over the years, then, gliding about in her ivy-covered house, or walking like a stork in the garden, Sarah, still the grande dame of the Abbey Theatre, told me her version of what happened on the night of Venetia’s birth—how she turned up on her father’s doorstep, infant in her arms, like a character from a melodrama.

“I was like Mary without Joseph. But elated, my dear. It was the first day of the week, the month, the New Year, and the new century, and there was I with a new life in my arms. I was so proud, and I felt vindicated in having her, even if she was technically illegitimate.”

“Which is, I presume, why she bears the name Kelly and not Anderson?”

“I know, my dear Ben, that you have your own reservations about my father, the wonderful King. I understand. But that night—oh, my dear, he was supreme. He took his new granddaughter from my arms, carried her into the house, and sat by the fire, rocking her, crooning to her. He never reproached me, he never made a comment. Audrey was with me, and she adored my father.”

The idea of Sarah’s father being “supreme” is something you’ll come up against as you read on. And by “Audrey” she meant, as you’ll have gathered, Mrs. Haas, whose real name, Venetia told me, was not Audrey. She was Gretchen, Viennese-born. And she hated King Kelly—I mean true loathing.

Sarah called her Audrey after a character in As You Like It. Shakespeare gives the oaf, Touchstone, a girlfriend named Audrey, and she is described—by Touchstone—as “a foul slut.” Mrs. Haas, so far as I could tell, never found out.

And that gave me another side of Sarah, not at all her managed demeanor of sweetness and light. The “Audrey” thing was amusing and tart, yes, and witty—and even ironic, given Mrs. Haas’s efficiency and domestic flair. But it was bitchy and unjust, and it peels back a corner, just a tiny flap, of the other side of Sarah.

That sidelong detail gives me the appropriate moment to warn you of something. As I’ve already hinted, I’m prone to Digressions. Like my anger, it’s a matter of character with me—meaning I have difficulty controlling it. I digress when I’m in conversation, I digress when I’m teaching, I digress—dammit—when I’m eating. If you can accept that about me without too much harsh judgment, you might even find me entertaining.

So, throughout this story you can expect three kinds of sidestep: Important Digression, which will usually be something to do with factual history; Relatively Important Digression, where a clarification needs facts and I will ferry them in from a side road; and—my favorite—Unimportant Digression, which can be about anything.

I ask your forgiveness in advance. We Irish do this digression stunt. We’re so damn pleased with our ability to talk hind legs off donkeys, that we assume people like to listen.

And now, to drive home the point, here’s one of those Unimportant Digressions; it’s regarding Mrs. Haas and a peculiarity that puzzles me to this very day and for which I felt that I could never ask an explanation.

She was a lanky woman, and she wore “unusual” shoes—brightly colored, of shiny leather (I think she must have applied some kind of dye to them), and they always had high heels. The rest of her clothing leaned toward dull; I suppose that nobody in Sarah’s orbit dared to dress outstandingly.

Anyway, when sitting down, Mrs. Haas used to kick off her high-heeled shoes—and then, and instantly, begin to scratch her behind. She often went to great lengths to achieve this, shifting in her chair and twisting this way and that. Off would come the shoes and the scratching would begin. Nobody paid a blind bit of notice.

And it was noisy scratching, as though she wore canvas underwear. When, with her feet, she fumbled her shoes back on, the hands would come out from under the backside and rest in her lap again. And she did it when alone. Standing by the kitchen table (as I watched secretly from a corridor), off came the shoes, down went the hands to the land of canvas, and scratch-scratch-scratch, all over her rear.

What was it? A reflex action of some kind? Or was there a relationship, an unseen nervous connection, between her shoes and her aft epidermis? I’ve never known, and because I never asked, I never found out.

How she didn’t break her fingernails I’ll never know—and I glanced at her hands whenever I could. She kept those nails as level as a hedge; obviously strong, they were like a good set of teeth on her fingertips; that woman had a gift of calcium. Perhaps the calcium had something to do with the scratching.

See? A Digression.
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Back to Venetia’s birth: Here are the true facts of that New Year’s night, 1900. When Sarah arrived with her bundle in her arms, and Mrs. Haas panting behind her like a big, long dog, Sarah’s father, baby or no baby, tried to slam the door in their faces.

But Sarah guessed that his poker game was up and running (she was right) and she told him that if he didn’t let her in (in her shy way she said something like “If you don’t take your daughter and your heiress in from the storm”), she’d tell the men there that her father had made love to most of their wives—which he had.

That version was given to me by Sarah’s father, and I then challenged Sarah herself with the truth of it. She caved in—and added a little bonus.

“Yes, I did threaten him with that. I knew all their wives, and he had indeed connected with them. Except Dave Challoner’s—but nobody had ever made love to Betty Challoner,” Sarah said, “because Betty wouldn’t have allowed them to.” She paused. “Not even her own husband.”

Sarah filled all her conversation with such asides, usually about people whose names meant nothing to me. Now and then a nugget like that flashed in the dirt from her life’s riverbed; she could tell scandals of crimson. It was part of why I loved her company.

Of course, Sarah had her own personal mythology, so Venetia told me. She had lived with Mrs. Haas since infancy; Sarah’s mother had disappeared when her child was no more than a few weeks old. Growing up, little Sarah had been told of her mother’s tragic and dramatic death trying to rescue a puppy from a lake called Lough Gur in County Limerick. So, when it came to her turn to be a mother, Sarah held on to her own infant with what became her life’s great passion, the drama that was her daughter.

Until I came along.
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Let me tell you something now from the end of the story—to be more precise, from the beginning of the end. It’s not one of my Digressions; I just want you to get a feeling of some of the forces that were ranged against me in that long-ago intrigue.

One day, I was asked in a serious and important way to go home to my parents’ house. I agreed, and gave an indication of when I would arrive. When I got there, in the middle of the afternoon—I’m giving only the barest sketch here—I saw my father, my dear, maddening father, standing in the doorway of the cottage that we owned down by the river. He looked as though he was watching out for me. Close beside him stood a man whom I’d never seen before.

As I approached, the man ushered my father indoors. When I followed through the open door, an unseen person behind me wrapped an arm like a tentacle around my throat. I could smell the cigarette smoke on the sleeve. Straight ahead, in the middle of the room, my parents were sitting in chairs side by side. Above them stood two men pointing guns at my parents’ heads. The year was 1932, and this was Ireland, this wasn’t Chicago. I managed to stay calm, or at least to appear so; I wet my pants, but only I knew.

After a moment the forearm at my throat relaxed. It became plain that neither parent was allowed to speak to me. I saw heartbreaking appeal in their eyes, but when my father began to say, “We had no way of warning you,” one of the sentries clouted him across the head with a gun butt, and blood spurted from my father’s ear.

Through the panic of my mind I thought, This too is politics. In the 1930s there was Fascism all over Europe; why should Ireland be any different? And all politics is local.

The situation shocked me all the more because at that moment I was living in a fairy tale, a wonderland of kindness and excitement and performance and beautiful language.

I’m locating this incident here, now, because I want you to understand the swing of the thing. Like the fastest and most exotic pendulum you’ve ever heard of, my life at that time swayed between magic and danger, between enchantment and death itself. And yes, that was the beginning of the end.
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Let’s stay for a moment in 1932, because that is the year central to all this, a Year of Destiny, it was called, and so it became for me. The incident in the cottage happened because in February we had a general election. Truly epoch-making, it altered the course of Irish history. What I want to say is this: The private events that so formed and perhaps distorted me occurred against a remarkable background.

Everything that year rang of passion. Where there’s passion, deceit soon follows, and the major issue of the day, the general election, backdrop to my own drama, was, like all politics, characterized by passion and deceit. The entire country, including my parents—and myself—discussed politics more fervently than monks prayed. These events of ours were played out against that national fever. When I look back now, I think that everything must have been unstable, but we didn’t know it.

I was so excited in those last months of 1931; I was on fire. And with good reason. Fierce winds of change were blowing across our little island, and the spores of turbulence were landing everywhere. We heard daily threats of Communism and Bolshevism and Fascism—all the public-life “isms” of the early twentieth century. One colossus, the tallest man in politics, was striding the national stage. His rivals in the government were attempting to close down his newspaper and haul the editor to a military tribunal. Not a few people, my parents included, feared that there might even be a gun-barrel coup d’état—by either side—before polling day.

That 1932 election finally settled the political definition of our country. It gave form to a structure that had begun to identify a nation—out of old clay, new shapes. At the same time we became a model of how democracies evolve, how a people can go forward hopefully while not abandoning their past. This was a battle between the fresh politics of the young state’s first government, which had been in charge for ten years, versus forces that represented ancient and unquenchable warlike passions but hadn’t been able to get their hands on the levers of power.

Of course it was all still being run by politicians. We have an old saying here: “No matter who you vote for, the government always gets in.” My father, who had what he called a “flypaper mind,” loved the writings of Ambrose Bierce and could quote at length from The Devil’s Dictionary, one of his favorite books. And in this period of fierce shenanigans, Bierce’s quotation defining politics rang through our house every day—“the conduct of public affairs for private advantage.”

Mother and I became so used to it that whenever the words came from my father’s lips, we chimed in like a satire’s chorus. If we’d had a tune to it we could have sung it.

Moving from the general to the particular—I was guaranteed a ringside seat in the election. Even if matters hadn’t suddenly assaulted us, even if my father hadn’t done something so wild, so out of character, I’d have been in the thick of it all, because I already knew that I had an official job. At eighteen I was of age to serve as the clerk at our local polling booth in the village.

The day itself was memorable for a number of reasons. Our local teacher Mr. O’Dwyer acted as polling officer; he and I sat side by side at a table in the schoolhouse. As you’ll see later on, I was there against all the odds, and, given everything that was going on, plus the possibility of wild embarrassment on the day itself, I think it was heroic of me to turn up.

My job was to supervise the Register of Electors, verifying the names and addresses of the people who came in and asked for a ballot paper. The pencil with which I did this task was specially provided, Mr. O’Dwyer told me, by the government in Dublin—the “Mighty Pencil,” he called it.

He mentioned one word over and over—“personation.” Personation is an offense under the law—it should be called “impersonation”—and it involves entering a polling station, asking for a ballot paper under a name not your own, and then voting: in short, pretending to be another person. Already well known, it became a vogue word during that election; we, the Irish, loved the slogan “Vote early, vote often,” and I saw it at first hand that day.

Polling was unusually heavy; we had a turnout in our area of 90 percent. Personation attempts also rose on that tide. Throughout the twelve hours, Mr. O’Dwyer challenged as many as twenty or so voters. The election fell on a Tuesday, 16 February, deliberately chosen as just an ordinary working day. Voting hours ran from nine in the morning until nine in the evening, and shortly after we opened the school door a tall gentleman strode in like a general, walked past Mr. O’Dwyer, and made straight for me.

“Name and address, please, sir?” I said, as instructed.

“Jeremiah Quinn, Ardkeeran, Mantlehill.”

I looked up the letter Q on my thick sheaves of lists, and found the name and address. Just as I was about to brandish the Mighty Pencil, tick his name, and hand Mr. O’Dwyer the voting paper—which the polling officer had to validate with a little stamping machine—Mr. O’Dwyer said, “Is that Jim Kennedy I see before me?” He said it pleasantly and the man didn’t move a muscle.

“Turn around, Jim, ’til we have a look at you,” said the teacher.

Mr. “Quinn” or Mr. “Kennedy,” or whatever his name was, marched out.

Shortly after that, a lady came in, older than my mother, a heavy woman in an old burgundy-colored coat like a bad carpet. She gave the polling officer a wary look—Mr. O’Dwyer had his head down at the time. But when she gave me the name and address, Mr. O’Dwyer raised his head and said, “Well, well. And the dead arose and appeared to many. I was at your funeral, Agnes. That was a good send-off.”

She also walked out fast, and he muttered to me, “They’ll be up out of their graves today.”

He explained: Individuals from outside the district were coming to our village to vote. Hoping that we in the polling station wouldn’t notice or know, they were giving us names they’d taken off headstones. And of course many of those names mightn’t yet have been struck off my voting registers, which weren’t always up to date.

Mr. O’Dwyer said, “Why don’t they do the job right and hire actors? At least they’d be convincing.” He added, “Wait ’til you see. Those two will be back here and they’ll vote as themselves.” Which they did.

The antics went on all day. Voters who had cast their ballots earlier came in late, in different clothes, giving different names.

Mr. O’Dwyer, cheery as ever, said, “Oh, John. Is it colder out? You were wearing no hat this morning.” And he said, “D’you know what, Mrs. Glacken? You looked ten years younger this morning. Is it the headscarf?”

Once I had grasped what was going on, my antennae waved like a bug’s. By the end of the day I was myself catching people who had already voted. The Mighty Pencil? I wielded it like a sword.

Did we get them all? I think so. The teacher was certainly very complimentary when he met Mother a few days later, and she told me that Mr. O’Dwyer said I’d make a very good detective. (That remark contributed to my burdens, and I’m afraid that Mother taunted me with it as the weeks went by.)

Prosecutions followed. We had a neighbor, Jack O’Donnell, an activist with a fierce political appetite. Convicted of voting twice in the election, he had to pay a large fine, and he will go to his grave known as “Jack O’Donnell–Jack O’Donnell.”
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Speaking of political tricksters, let me now unveil the father of Sarah Kelly, grandfather of Venetia. His full name, Thomas Aquinas Kelly, was a comic misnomer. The only moral inquiries this man ever made had to do with money—the inside track, the shortcut, the influence, the bribe, the pull, the means, typically foul, of getting what he wanted. He came out of the womb a criminal.

Everybody knew him by his nickname: “King” Kelly. I believe he gave it to himself. Out in Montana he told them that when he was growing up in Ireland he had been nicknamed King. When he came back to Ireland he told them that in Montana they’d christened him King. You can’t dismantle a circular myth.

Like so many crooks, King Kelly had marvelous natural power. He wore check waistcoats and well-cut tailoring, but never learned that a brown suit says “Not a gentleman.” His shoes, handmade by a cobbler in Dublin, came from exquisite leather, and when he wanted something from somebody he loomed in over them with his big frame and poked them with a finger as thick as a shillelagh.

Those who knew him—including myself—we admitted that we enjoyed King Kelly. There was guilt in the admission, but there was also pleasure. He was a gale of good company, and not a word from his mouth could be believed. He had a rich voice, full of Irish and with some American, and no better dinner companion have I known. But he was as crooked as a ram’s horn; if King Kelly said he’d pray for you, you’d be sure of Hell.

He told me wonderful tales, mostly lies, but very entertaining, especially to somebody like me, who’s interested in how tales are told. I wrote down this particular story; I ask you to remember it, see how illuminating it will become.

There was a man I knew one time [all King Kelly’s stories began like that] when I was buying land in Galway, not so many years ago. And I was talking to this man when a lady approached me and said to me, “Are you the famous King Kelly?” I said I was, and she said to me, “I’d like a word with you, please, sir.”

Before she drew me aside, the man I was with whispered in my ear, “Don’t go near her—she’s a fairy queen.”

“She’s a what?” I said, but by then it was too late.

Now I was worried, I’ll admit to that, because there’s strange people over there in Galway, people with purple eyes and jaws like horses, people who wear their hats upside down on their heads, and when they shake your hand you don’t know whether they’re trying to give you one of their fingers or take away one of yours.

So anyway I walk off a little bit with her and she says to me, “I don’t want you to buy that land.”

“What land?” says I, a bit baffled in myself, because I hadn’t been talking to the man a bare ten minutes, and nobody else knew he was selling land.

“My family used to own it,” she says. “Tell me you won’t buy it and I’ll grant you my favor.”

She was a tidy-size woman, and she had a bosom as round as a brace of bells. In her right eye there was a hazel fleck in the gray, and she had lips so pursed and plump they could whistle by themselves. But land is land, and so I said to her, “My dear young woman, I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

She looks at me and she lays a hand on my arm, and she says to me, “King Kelly, I offered you my favor and you said no! Well, now, here’s my disfavor,” and she tightened her grip on my arm.

It wasn’t a tight grip, but all of a sudden my arm began to grow cold. And then it grew colder. And then it froze. And I looked down at my hand and it was as blue as the sea. And in front of me there was this woman standing like a proud little person, her silk blouse high at the neck, her face and the rest of her excited as a hen at a cockfight.

“Madam,” I says to her, “is it that you’re freezing my arm?”

She said, “That’s the wintry blast of my disfavor.”

Well, the arm got colder and colder, and then it began to hurt because the skin was beginning to shrink, and the tears came to my eyes, as the tears will do in the cold weather or when in pain. But here’s the next thing I found: My tears were ice-cold. They were just above the point where water freezes and they were barely squeezing out of my eyes. Talk about bewildered—I didn’t know whether it was Tuesday or Easter.

The little woman never took her eyes off mine. She stared into me, into my soul. Her face reddened a little at the cheeks, always a moment I find exciting in a lady. It was her left hand that lay on my arm, and next she took her right hand and placed it on my opposite hip. Oh, dear God. Instantly the bone froze.

“Madam,” says I, my jaw slowing down as it froze. “I’ll never buy land in this county again.”

She released me and said, pretty as pie, “Thank you, King Kelly.”

I said to her, “If that’s what your disfavor is like, let me see your favor?”

But I never got an answer. She walked away from me and I turned around to my friend, the man I was going to buy the land from—but he was gone. And when I looked back at her, she was gone too, and we were out in the middle of the country with no place to hide, so she must have vanished up into the sky. I ran out of County Galway that night like a man escaping from his mother-in-law.

King Kelly told me that story, and many similar, while drinking big liquors and smoking great cigars, the veins in his strong cheeks like the lacy filaments of red leaves. He liked to talk forever, as did his daughter, Sarah, as did his granddaughter, Venetia, as did Mrs. Haas, whom King Kelly hated as much as she hated him; “Shark-face,” he used to call her. So much for Sarah’s insistence that they all adored one another. Those four people form the first half of the cast in this drama that took over my life when I was still in my tenderest years.
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Here we meet the other main players—beginning with my father. Venetia Kelly said to me once, “Your father has the most beautiful skin of any man.” When, sometime later, I repeated that observation to my mother—without, of course, attributing it to Venetia—Mother said, “Yes. It mirrors his dear mind.” That she said it without a hint of bitterness told me a lot.

Forget the fashionable belief that sons never get to know their fathers; I came to know mine very well. I loved him, truly loved him, this tender man of great kindness and haphazard brilliance, this clever man who was as wise as an oracle and as stupid as a dribbling fool. I’m sure you’ve known people like him. We Irish have a lot of them—men who can be smarter than scientists and stupid as dolts.

There were times when I wondered was I, his only child, the only person who saw him fully, the one human being who knew that he wasn’t at all what he appeared to be? Beneath the farmer’s clothes, the muddy boots, the stained old tweed cap, the hands with the texture of wood and leather, the harsh instructions to lazy workers, the jovial talking to the cows as he milked them, I saw a different man. Deep inside, my father was loving, committed, sophisticated, and civilized, and with a vivid sense of humor.

Also, as I saw, he was mad when he wanted to be—stone mad, mad as a cut snake, writhing this way and that, convulsing with passion.

Sometimes Mother would surprise me with a gratifyingly accurate rendition of him, because for all her difficulties with him, she loved him more than she loved her own life. In a society where the word love had no above-the-surface currency, where sentimentality in relationships was a taboo, where couples circled around each other in duty and agreement rather than affection or caprice, she loved him more than she loved me, and I don’t mind that.

So if in passing she gave me some insight into him, I would first inhale it like a drug, and then reel back in surprise at her perception.

“Your father is a century late,” she said once. “He should have lived in Lord Byron’s time, with all the other wild men.”

Another time she said, “Your father is a useless card player. Everything shows in his face.”

Mother was brisk and practical, or so I used to think, and didn’t usually show much insight into people and things. And then she’d make a revealing observation about my father; or I’d go back and recall the Incident of the Animal.

The Incident of the Animal—I reach for it when I want to remind myself that Mother did have a true grasp of the world, and the way things are. She just lost it for a while. And I reach for the Incident because of the ultimate lesson it taught me—that when something is hurtling toward you, and you know it’s frightening, and you know you’re right about that, it may not always be frightening or dangerous in the way you think. But that doesn’t reduce the fright or the danger. Sometimes its purpose is to bring foreboding—and foreboding can be a friend, but you must listen to it.

The Incident began when the Animal came hurtling down the hill in front of the house one September afternoon.

I have this belief, which I’ve held since a small boy, that I can see at a glance how the world evolved. The wheel? Easy—the rolling of a log suggested the idea, and then they cut a log into disks, and Eureka! Religion? Call on a bigger power to smite a big power—call on something bigger than the wind that’s making such a noise in the leaves, or, more terrifying, thunder. And it also has to be a power that you can’t see. So—invent it. Pray to it long enough and the thunder fades and the wind dies down. Sex? Easiest of all—make sure that the nerve endings in those crucial places are so exciting that we’ll want to go there again and again. Trite? Obvious? Unoriginal? Perhaps—but not at twelve years old.

At any rate, I was standing in the porch, admiring the light again. Thanks to the sun pressing through the stained-glass windows, the floor seemed littered with colored petals. By turning my head just a little I could see how golden the world was outside, how russet and ocher the trees. The green bench under the large beech had just been freshly painted.

We had a white fence that ran all around the property like a priest’s collar. It took years to erect; it came in from the main gate, broke away from the front of the house, and swayed up the hill in a parade of snowy rails. My father always said that as soon as the end of it had been painted it was time to start renewing it: “Like-like-like life itself,” he used to say to me and I never knew what he meant; I do now.

The part of the fence that ran up the hill field had a foolish place on the farm. What was the need to split an already difficult acreage? Especially since we owned all the land? That fence gave us nothing; all it did was run right up through the middle.

That afternoon, though, the fence paid for itself—because its stark white graphic rails showed me the large black object that was galloping along beside it and heading down toward the house. What was it? A wild thing, and terrifying. The gate from the field to the forecourt—and therefore to the house and me—stood wide open. I stared and stared; I couldn’t make out what it was. The thing had legs at the usual four corners; beyond that I couldn’t say much by way of description.

“Mother!” I shouted loud.

Father had gone to Templemore to collect a clock being repaired there by a man whom he liked to meet; this clock maker was, by all accounts, the biggest liar in the county.

She came running—because, as she said later, the fear in my voice would have frightened God.

“What is it, Mother?”

“Well, it’s an animal anyway,” she said.

The Animal’s front bulked twice as large as it should have, the head didn’t sit on the shoulders in a normal manner, and from its chest protruded some massive, indefinable growth.

It had a basic shape—more horse than, say, rhinoceros; more donkey than, say, elephant—but it traveled like no horse or donkey I’d ever seen—or, for that matter, like no rhinoceros or elephant I’d ever imagined. And it seemed agitated—it swung its great lump of a head in all directions, and even at a distance of several hundred yards I could see the flecks of spume spraying from its nostrils. Also, it was huge—higher, broader, and thicker than any horse or cow we had on the farm or in the stables or had ever bred. And bulky as a cliff.

On and on it came, its speed getting up to a near-gallop, loping wildly along by the fence, crashing into the white rails, bouncing off them and smashing into them again; how they didn’t shatter I’ll never know. At any moment it would careen through the gate, pound onto the gravel of the forecourt, and perhaps head straight at the glass porch where we were standing.

My father’s double-barreled shotgun stood in the corner of the porch. He often took a potshot at a juicy pheasant and then lamented the side of his nature that caused him to “Kill-kill-kill God’s creatures.” I looked at the gun, but I knew it would be too small to bring down this thundering black beast. My great-grandfather’s elephant gun, a bell-mouthed blunderbuss, sat on a bracket over the fireplace in Mother’s little study—but what ammunition could we use? My terror grew.

Mother stared as only she can, her eyes narrowing, her body a tall, slim cylinder of concentration. Hands on hips, she peered harder—and then walked out of the house and strode across the gravel to the open gate. Toward the creature!

On came the Animal and my heart came close to stopping. I didn’t know what to do. The manly part of the boy fought the coward, the self-preserver. Should I help? And what assistance could I give? Shouldn’t I be at Mother’s side, indeed ahead of her—but who would run for help if the monster destroyed both of us?

I split the difference, as, when I can, I’ve learned to; I left the porch but didn’t go as far as the gate. And, as I most certainly always do in life, I watched and watched.

The Animal slowed down and I heard its noises. Like a distressed asthmatic it wheezed and spluttered; and it seemed in agony. Explanations for its existence seared through my head: It had come from a family of prehistoric creatures long hidden in a land beneath the caves up in the mountains, and one of their number had now found a way into the outside world and was frightened at being unable to find its way home.

Or it had come from the next farm, the Treacys’. Mr. Treacy was a vet and a breeder, and his house was full of exotic stuffed animals. Maybe he had for years been experimenting at crossing ordinary breeds with exotic animals and this strange hybrid result had broken out of his sheds. Or maybe such a creature had indeed long existed in Borneo, known only to a few adventurers and zoologists. And it had at last been captured and, in circumstances of great secrecy, was being transported to England for a zoo there, but the ship had docked at Waterford to discharge cargo, and when the holds opened the Animal escaped.

I was soon answered. The Animal slowed down to a walk, still heaving its great head. I could hear Mother speaking to it, soothing and soft, “Yes, good boy, good old boy,” and the Animal was responding. Now it had slowed to a saunter. Then it hung a hesitant mooch over toward the gate on which Mother leaned. The creature’s great head drooped lower and lower; I thought it was probably abashed at its own foolish carry-on. And then it stopped, right at the gate. Another miracle from Mother! Whom I had seen juggle plates for a bet. Who could cast a dry fly into a salmon’s mouth from Ballygriffin Bridge. Who could do coin tricks.

Cautious as a fish, I walked over. By the time I got there, and saw Mother stroking the creature’s nose and forehead, and with her sleeve wiping away the foam from the mouth, the Animal had quieted.

Not a prehistoric fugitive from beneath a time-trapped lake in the Galtee Mountains; not a Frankensteinian crossbreed escaped from Mr. Treacy’s sheds; not even an exotic capture from Borneo. This was a massive Clydesdale plow horse, twenty-one hands high if an inch. By way of comparison, our tallest three-quarter-bred was seventeen and a half hands.

Its head seemed distorted because it wore a large plowing collar that had come loose, worked its way around the back, and swung ever wilder the more the horse tried to shake it off, and it had forced the horse to carry its head awkwardly high to one side. As to the growth on the front, a large and decorative knee-length harness medallion had been hung on the horse’s chest, but it got buckled in some collision suffered by the galloping animal, had worked its way up to the horse’s face, and had begun to bite into its flesh, and was thus wedged.

Mother took command. In those days she had the gift of always being understood. She walked around to the horse’s shoulder and began to pat it further. The poor creature accepted her affection so readily and eagerly that his nuzzling almost knocked her off her feet.

“Get Billy,” she told me. “Tell him to bring a ladder. And go for Mr. Treacy.”

Billy Moloney ran our farmyard, and was constitutionally unable to speak a sentence in the English language without, as Mother put it, “cursing like a sailor.” She and I worked out a method by which I could report his conversation to her; every time he swore I would substitute my father’s euphemism “flock.”

I found him in the milking shed.

“What she want a flockin’ ladder for?”

“A big horse,” I said.

“Big flockin’ horse to want a ladder.”

“He’s very big, Billy.”

“Ah, flock it,” he said. “I’ll get the flockin’ ladder. Jizz, God, you’d swear I do have nothing else to flockin’ do, Jizz, flockin’ wimmen, flock it.”

Billy sometimes bisected words with a profanity: “cata-flockin’-gorically” and “un-flockin’-deniably.” Sometimes he doubled down on his lexicon; my father claimed that he once heard Billy say “cata-flockin’-flockin’-gorically.” As my father remarked, “Prob-prob-probably for emphasis.”

While Billy fetched the ladder, I climbed on my bicycle and rode up the hillside path through our woods to find Mr. Treacy, who followed me down in his truck. He recognized the horse. It belonged to a plowing team that went all over the country giving demonstrations. A week later, when the horse was being collected, the plowing team told us that a rat had spooked the horse, and the horse had bolted. By the time the poor Clydesdale reached us he had traveled more than twenty miles.

That night, with the horse fast asleep in one of our loose boxes, Mother told the story to my father. She turned to me and said, “Why were you so frightened?”

“I didn’t know what it was.”

My father said, “Ask-ask-ask your mother for her lecture on seeing things.”

Mother said, “In this world, there are two of everything. There’s the thing that we see—like this sugar bowl on the table. And there’s the thing we think we see. When the thing we see is the same as the thing we think we see—fine. If it’s not—watch out for trouble.”

She delivered this in that voice of hers that I grew up with—a voice that had no threat in it, a voice that up to then had never been raised at or against me. How could I have anticipated the ferocity, the persistence in this tall, capable woman with her boy’s haircut, who had the most beautiful hands I have ever seen? And, as I’d find out, a capacity to make dreadful errors, and reap terrible harvests.
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Most men have three lives, public, private, and secret. My father had four.

The world knew him as a successful general farmer who owned a horse or two. We had dairy, grain, and crops, held in place each season by this warm and well-liked man. When forking out a cowshed or clipping a hedge, he wore the big boots with the hobnails, and the “gaiters” made from the cutoff tops of Wellington rubber boots. He then wore tweed suits when he went to town, and red polka-dot pocket handkerchiefs, a man who was as comfortable with Billy flockin’ Moloney as he was with Professor Fay and his sister, Miss Dora Fay, who came down from Dublin on weekends to the cottage we rented out to them, on the river at the bottom of the farm.

As to his private life, my father exuded kindness and good humor in our house. He had chivalry, even an old-fashioned, mannerly gallantry. In this he wasn’t, I think, a typical Irish farmer—he had a sensibility that went beyond the ordinary male responses of his peers. I watched his care of Mother; I saw him waiting until she started to eat before he lifted his own knife and fork; I saw him racing to fetch things from upstairs that she had forgotten; I saw him clipping articles from newspapers, and leaving them on the desk in her little workroom in the alcove of the window; I saw him handing her more money than she asked for whenever she needed cash; I saw the tiny, myriad ways he expressed his respect and affection for her. For instance, if near at hand, he never let her lift or carry.

Often I saw him come in from the yard in the afternoon just to make her a cup of tea. And I heard them laugh and laugh behind the door of their bedroom at night—after he had made sure in the winter that a fire blazed in the grate there, and in the summer that all the windows were open, with the curtains blowing out like huge white kisses.

Did she behave as caringly to him? I want to say that she did, but the evidence wasn’t abundant. Yet I have to bear in mind that she didn’t have his demonstrative nature. To put it more simply, she seemed more head than heart, and he more heart than head.

Does this explain his actions that notorious night? And the long, anguished weeks afterward? I don’t think so. It may mitigate some of his guilt in the matter, but it would be unfair to put that weight of blame on my mother’s ordinary diffidence. She was, I think, generally blameless.

Blame it, to begin with, on the third life, as fast-flowing, mysterious, and powerful as a subterranean river, a force of which he wasn’t completely in control.

He loved imagination. He loved possibility. He loved that the unexplained and the inexplicable could exist in the world and defy any reasoned argument. In this arena, he most loved human emotion and the means by which it got expressed.

I think now that he was a little ashamed of this part of himself and tried to hide it. But I always knew; I had seen what books he read; I knew that he loved the theater and acting, that his favorite play was that feast of rollicking possibility A Midsummer Night’s Dream—and you could scarcely get a greater work of the imagination than that, with its magic world, its sprites called Cobweb and Mustardseed, its weaver turned into a donkey, and so forth. I’d take a strong bet that not another farmer’s bedroom in the county had that—or much of anything else—as bedside reading.

Mother, from what I could see, didn’t raise much of a glass to this, shall we say, romantic side of my father. She did, however, blush at a compliment from him, or grow tears in her eyes at a Christmas gift. There was a time when I thought this had caused the gulf between them—that he was too romantic and effusive, and she too practical and shy.

But no. That wasn’t it. Wrapped inside this third life of my father’s lay a fourth, the part of him that he couldn’t see. In there, the trouble lay like a bomb that we never heard ticking.
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Perhaps this is the moment to meet the Fays—Professor Cyril Fay and his sister, Miss Dora. Professor Fay was a historian who had a hunger for influence, and his sister a mathematician who loved words and language and stories. Acquainted with one of Mother’s sisters, they began to rent the cottage on our farm for weekends, and then for stretches of the year during the long university vacations.

Both played their parts in this story. But how differently they affected me—even though they were twins and did many things together, and often very similarly. In many ways, they defined the term “unidentical twins;” he small and with no neck, she gooselike, thin as a knitting needle, and a good deal taller (though that wouldn’t have been difficult). Only in one respect could a stranger tell that they were related—they walked identically. It was Mother who pointed it out—a fast pace, with a surge on every third step—one-two-three, one-two-three.

I can run my first memory of the Fays like a film. A Saturday afternoon in summer, I about eight years old; Mother and I walked down the fields to the river, and then along the riverbank path to the cottage; Mother carried a round Red Riding Hood wicker basket full of peas, gooseberries, new potatoes, and Lily Moloney’s fresh soda bread hot from the oven. As we reached the cottage, Mother told me that we were going to meet “very clever people. It will do you well to know them. Very clever.”

Miss Fay wore round tortoiseshell spectacles that gave her a surprised look. She sat close to the river on a chair that she’d taken from the cottage, reading so intently that her body bent to the chair’s curve.

In the distance a man—“the professor,” Mother whispered—walked away from us in a straight line. As I watched, he turned back and walked toward us just as briskly—and ignored us. Then he turned and walked again in the opposite direction at the same brisk pace, one-two-three, and then turned again and came back. I saw that as he approached us he was looking down and to his right—he had, we discovered, marked out with wooden pegs a distance of 110 yards.

“Sixteen of these makes a mile,” he later told us.

Mother coughed, and the lady looked up from her book and blinked at the sun. Her warmth to Mother still comforts me.

“I know exactly who you are and I’m Miss Dora Fay and that’s my brother over there; he’s a big walker.” When she shook hands with me she said, “If I have letters to post, or need milk, will you be my Mercury?”

I, because I had been raised quietly, nodded and said nothing, but Miss Fay asked, “Let me see your ankles.”

She bent a little and peered—I was wearing sandals and no socks—and she straightened up, smiled, and said, “Yes, I can definitely see wings sprouting there.”

She had prominent front teeth, Miss Dora Fay. She could, as they say, eat a banana through a tennis racket, and she was, I now think, my first true love. As first loves are capable of doing, she later inspired me, and gave me shelter and comfort.

When she died, an old lady, I was with her. I wept salt tears, and helped to carry her coffin to her grave. She bequeathed me all her books, and from time to time I find her lovely wide handwriting in the margin of something, always a thoughtful note, always inquiring, always seeking to expand knowledge, never judgmental.

I also have certain scientific instruments that she gave me; they saved my life; I keep them in a bank vault box, and I look at them every year.

She called her brother to meet us, but he waved her away and continued his walking. Miss Fay raised an eyebrow to Mother that said, “You and I understand these things.”

It was only when I put together the many similarities between Miss Dora Fay and Mother that I grasped the cultural mixed-ness of my parents’ marriage. The Fays came from an Anglo-Irish family, meaning not Catholics, and had roots in a society that originated in England, although their ancestors had been in Ireland for hundreds of years. They worshipped at the Church of Ireland, known elsewhere as Anglican or Episcopalian—what we have always in Ireland called “Protestants,” even though the term properly refers to the Reform churches.

My mother, of Welsh stock, had also been a “Protestant,” but converted to Catholicism in order to marry my father. His family can be traced back to the oldest of the Irish clans, and now I can survey where people might have seen certain differences between us and our farming neighbors.

We had that slight Protestant tinge—“English,” if you will—that to some people seemed to set us apart. And to be apart is, if not dangerous, at least exotic. To my eyes, though, my parents never seemed different from anybody else’s. I suppose if you’ve always been wrapped in wool, you don’t know it’s wool.

Mother had embraced Catholicism like a soldier takes orders—duty rather than passion, rote rather than inquiry. (My father once remarked to me, “She still has some of that Welsh Baptist wind in her pipes.”) She left my religious education to my teachers, and faith played no part in our conversation.

In fact, other than the duty of Mass every Sunday, the only contact we had with the Catholic Church arose if Father Hogan asked my father to come with him when buying a horse; and sometimes they went to the races together.

The next day Professor Fay and Miss Dora Fay came to our house for lunch. Such talk! And all about politics. Up to that moment I’d never heard anything like it. The four adults conversed in gales; the winds of their conversation blew up and down the long table and out into the sunny Sunday afternoon. My parents thrilled to Professor Fay, who had all the latest news from Dublin. Miss Fay, when she wanted to make a point, swept the table in front of her with one hand and then the other.

That was June of 1922, the first summer of our new nation—which was why I’d never heard such talk. Intoxicating. Intoxicating even now to look back upon it, and I believe that’s when my interest in politics first took hold.

A note here on Professor Fay: I didn’t like him from the first. Being a small boy, I didn’t quite know why I didn’t like him. He had eyes like a bad-tempered pig and it grieved me to think so, because I loved our pigs. But we’d once had a bad-tempered sow who had often tried to bite me. Her name was Rita, and Professor Fay’s little eyes reminded me of Rita’s—mean-spirited, glinty eyes, sulky with malice. As it turned out, I was so right not to like him.

He also had an irritating habit of straightening his bow tie unreasonably often, and wetting his lips with his tongue, a darting little pink slink.

I did, however, enjoy the respect that he paid my parents, and how he said repeatedly to my father, “I perfectly agree with you, Mr. MacCarthy, I perfectly agree with you.” But I adored Miss Fay, and I did indeed become her Mercury—letters to the postbox, the new milk from the cows every morning, butter when it was made, the hot soda bread, which she loved.

“You’re always bringing me gifts,” she said over and over. “So I must bring you gifts.”

Consequently, Miss Dora Fay showed me how to do crosswords. She taught me rock, paper, scissors. And she arrived one time from Dublin with a five-thousand-piece jigsaw puzzle of Moses Parts the Red Sea, which we built together all summer.

“Let’s do the sky first,” she said. “The sky is always difficult.”

She also gave me what is still my favorite possession—a red leather book named, in gold on the front cover, Shakespeare.

Almost more important, she said, “Don’t feel that you have to know how to use it now,” but she read passages to me and explained what was going on. She took Macbeth as the principal first lesson because, she said, “Boys like blood and gore and there’s a lot of it in here.”

Next summer she brought her own Shakespeare down from Dublin, the huge, new Yale edition, because her “happiest time,” she said, had been at Yale. She described the university with longing in her voice—“the ivy, the statues.” And she had me follow in my red leather book while she read Hamlet to me from her volume, and as we sat together she explained it as she went along. It remains my favorite play.

Those were the Fays, and throughout this story of the Kellys and my family, you’ll meet them now and again. And they were there at the resolution—he disgraceful, she supreme.
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Of the principal characters in this drama, I alone remain alive. In this I hope to be proven wrong—a factor that will become plain later on; and as to the issues, I believe that I’ve resolved all but one. Along the way, I’ve learned so much. For instance, whatever pain I’ve suffered, I’ve learned how to avoid disturbance. Nor will I ever again let people with power manipulate me as they did back then, and that’s another reason for setting it all down: so that I can look at how they did it. And therefore I must begin with a good inspection of the sources whence came the trouble.

At the time of the romance that conceived her daughter, Venetia, Sarah Kelly, the Irish-American actress, strode New York like a child of the gods. She was twenty-two years old, and Mr. Anderson, the father, was in his late forties. Mother would have muttered, “There’s no fool like an old fool.”

Along with the house on Park Avenue, Mr. Anderson had inherited his father and uncle’s law practice, specializing in shipping. He ran it very successfully, expanded the practice by opening offices in multiple ports, and elevated its reputation. At the peak of his success he also founded an insurance company. A dry man with a quick, disapproving glance, he said to me once, “You have an air of injury about you that I find weak;” then he turned his head away and didn’t amplify. He had the habit of a wet sniffle.

But he possessed good judgment, it was said, when it came to hiring people—and indeed, whatever my own private reservations, when it came to choosing a mistress. I also came to learn that he washed his hands very frequently, and was at times white-faced and speechless in his passion for Sarah.

Their affair in its first, red-hot phase lasted two years—two idyllic years for them both, insofar as guilt would allow Mr. Anderson to relax. They met each week, often for lunch, in the Waldorf-Astoria hotel. I’ve been there to look—they had a bright set of private rooms, with a peaceful atmosphere and an aura expensive enough to make anybody feel good about himself.

Mr. Anderson had already been aware of her because he’d seen her in the theater. She was playing Rosalind in a new production of As You Like It, and when she first walked on he reacted so strongly that “I closed my eyes in some confusion,” and he grew “so agitated” (Sarah added) that he feared his wife sitting beside him might notice.

It took him “several minutes,” he then said, “to calm down.” To his wife’s surprise he broke a personal rule by leaving his seat at the interval. He didn’t go to the restrooms as he had advertised; in his slow, nasal voice, he said, “I stepped out onto Forty-sixth Street and let the night air cool my face.”

When I asked her why she thought Mr. Anderson had been particularly smitten by her, Sarah said that she’d been in four previous productions of the play, and because she knew the part so well, she felt completely relaxed. No nerves, no worries about forgetting lines; she could give all her attention, as she said, to “exuding. And I was lovely in those days. Very beautiful.”

Then she told me how she had first noticed him—on Park Avenue. A blond woman, a well-groomed and rather beautiful New York lady, was walking a sleek bird dog on a leash. The dog suddenly leapt into the air and snaffled a low-flying pigeon. The owner seemed deeply embarrassed, and she began to admonish the dog, and to deal with its mouthful of feathers.

Mr. Anderson saw the incident. He walked over, began to pat the animal on the head and praise it. Then he took the bird gently from the hound’s soft mouth, released the undamaged pigeon into the sky like, as Sarah remarked, “a priest releasing a soul to God,” and said to the owner, “That’s a wonderful dog, to stay true to its nature so far removed from its hunting grounds.”

Sarah was walking nearby and, with her love of drama, had stopped to watch this freakish little event. Mr. Anderson raised his hat to the blond lady and walked on. At the next intersection Sarah caught up with him, and she commended his action. Mr. Anderson turned to look at her.

“It was as if,” she said, “I had never before been looked at by a man.”

He recognized her at once and raised his hat again; he said that he had been to see her on the stage. They parted and he almost went into shock. He walked to his office, booked a suite at the Waldorf-Astoria, wrote a note to Sarah, walked to the theater, and left the note at the stage door. The note suggested they meet at the hotel.

They loved each other; have no doubt about that. He said as much many years later, when I interviewed him, and although I found him impatient and contemptuously wary of me, I respected the ardor with which he spoke of Sarah. By then his original wife had died, and perhaps he felt free to use terms that he must have found so extravagant.

“It was like the Arabian Nights,” he said. “Sarah was Scheherazade.” At which remark she strolled down the long drawing room, stroked his pointy bald head, and pinched his cheek.

He and she described their afternoons in that Waldorf suite. When she arrived, she’d close the door carefully behind her and secure the chain; the doorknob already wore its DO NOT DISTURB sign outside. Inside, Mr. Anderson would stand a little forward of the table, his hands clasped behind his back, stiff as a butler, his eyes locked on her. Then she’d turn and reveal herself, simply but dramatically, in the clothes she had worn to go there—almost certainly paid for by Mr. Anderson. He’d make a little bow to her, unclasp his hands, and stride forward to take her coat. She’d stand like the actress she was, head to one side, and wait. As he reached for the coat, she’d shrug out of it so that he could grasp it without touching her. He’d step aside and she’d walk forward to the chair, which he’d hold out for her. She would sit down and wait until he had hung her coat in the closet.

Then—as he did when they were finally living together; I saw it with my own eyes—he’d attend to her every moment, her every need, her every breath. He was her dog, tense and devoted. He’d bend to whisper in her ear. He’d touch her shoulder or upper arm with the reverence of a monk. Then he’d serve her; tea included tiny sandwiches, then scones with strawberry preserve and clotted cream, followed by what she called “gaudy little pastries.” He had long-fingered, oblong hands the color of parchment, and a nervous, girlish smile, which I saw no more than twice in all the times I met him. Solicitous and intense, he’d ask, “Is your week being good to you, my dear?”

And Sarah would then keep her side of the bargain—she’d regale him with every detail of what had happened, almost hour by hour, since their last tea.

They may or may not have become lovers that first afternoon—but they soon did. When tea had ended, Sarah repaired to the drawing room of the suite and draped herself on the chaise. From there was the love affair conducted.

Week in, week out, watching the seasons change, they lay in each other’s arms and gave to each other from their separate planets. Each devoured every word the other spoke as sunlight’s bars slanted down the walls and across the carpeted floor. He began to teach her what he knew—money, banking, and the management of one’s existence: “Practical Life” was, after all, the name of his insurance corporation.

When Mr. Anderson had said his short piece for the day, Sarah, by now, of course, naked and self-possessed in her beauty, began to speak the great parts that she had played around the country—in Chicago, San Francisco, Boston, New York. She transported him to the Venice of Othello and Portia and Shylock; to the Verona of Romeo and Juliet; to Prospero’s “cloud-capp’d towers” and “gorgeous palaces.” His feet, she said, scarcely touched the ground; “I was fabulous for him, I was like a fabled creature.”

Whatever the mythology Sarah later spun in her account of the romance, both people were altered by knowing each other. The contradictions in them grew more pronounced. Mr. Anderson became a kinder man in the world, if more devious at home. Sarah grew into a more responsible girl, who now handled money astutely. Most compelling of all, she believed that this new sense of responsibility made her amenable to pregnancy.

“He was, believe it or not, my first gentleman,” she said, “and I was too wild to think of caution. Now I was safe.”

Her behavior in the affair seems to have been impeccable—at least Anderson said so. She said so too, but I take him to be the more reliable judge. When she found herself pregnant she asked for no money or extra attention; she merely said that she would like to continue meeting as usual; she hoped, she said, to include him in the experience of carrying a child.

She must indeed have been very beautiful. She was fifty-four when I first met her, and therefore ancient to my teenage eyes; I most remember her extraordinary poise. True to her profession, she possessed the ability to make herself look striking in any circumstance. When Anderson first brought her to the Waldorf in 1898 she was twenty—what else can she have been but gorgeous?

However, the looks took second place (in my view) to the personality. Well, not so much the personality as the attitude. Sarah Kelly had as great a gift of welcome as I’ve ever known.

By now in my life I’ve met many people in all sorts of conditions. Very often I meet them in what is potentially the place of their greatest welcome—their own homes. Most have shown enough warmth to make me want to stay. From the demeanor of some, you’d think they wanted me to come to live with them. That’s how sincerely they greet me, that’s how thoughtfully they care for me. But none of them has ever made me so regretful to part from them as Sarah Kelly.

That, I think, was her great gift; she made one want to stay near her, forever if possible. When I finally saw her on the stage, I understood that her audiences responded to this gift; they wanted as much of her as they could get.

And yet. And yet—her welcome was pallid compared to her daughter’s. Venetia made you know that it was you and only you she had always been waiting for, the person she had always wanted to see. And in so doing, she became the only person you always wanted to see. Ever.
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Before the birth, Sarah accepted Mr. Anderson’s offer that he would maintain the child for life. Which he did. After the birth, Sarah’s affair with Mr. Anderson began again, but not for some time, and it now took a very different form.

When he came back to New York in those early days of January, Mr. Anderson sent flowers to Sarah.

“A garden, my dear—he sent a garden. It was deep winter but he had his florist ransack the world. Jamaica, Uruguay, Borneo. We almost found hummingbirds in the blossoms.” With hands flowing, Sarah made the shapes of flowers as she told me this.

She wrote to thank him, and asked when he wanted to see his daughter. To her wounded surprise, Mr. Anderson said he didn’t, and wouldn’t. She wrote again and expressed her hurt, and he said there was nothing he could do about it.

Sarah pressed and pressed; he refused and refused. A long standoff followed. Then one day he had a letter delivered to her in which he said that if they could talk face-to-face he might feel able to explain. And so, once more, they began to meet at the Waldorf suite; he had retained the rental in hope.

On the first afternoon they did not embrace; they sat to talk. Mr. Anderson seemed nervous and excited; he jumped up and down a lot, the long legs unfolding like a heron.

“Attending to me again,” was how Sarah put it. “Tea, napery, milk, and sugar. Was my chair comfortable? How was my week? All of that.”

She had considered surprising him by bringing the infant Venetia, but decided against it on account of the day’s bitter coldness, with a wind coming off the Hudson that would, she said, “take the skin off the child’s face.”

Instead, she asked him directly and immediately, “Why won’t you come to see your daughter?”

After a silence he said, “I’m unable. Incapable.” And he said no more, and since she could find no way through, around, or past those words, she just accepted them.

They sat looking at each other. His passion for her seemed to have increased; he simply couldn’t see enough of her face. After many long moments of silence he spoke.

“Shall we go on meeting again?”

“Yes.”

“When? And how?”

“As often as you wish.”

“Where?” he asked.

“Here,” she said.

Again he fell silent and she waited, knowing what was coming.

“Shall we be—as before?”

“Not in the same way,” she said. “Not until you bring your daughter into your life.”

From that moment Sarah had eternal control over Mr. Anderson, and she used it. They began to meet in exactly the same way as they had done for the previous two years. She played Scheherazade again—with one exceptional difference: Sarah never allowed Mr. Anderson to touch her, not even a welcoming or parting embrace. Not until some months had passed after the birth (Sarah’s wish for perfect appearance dominated everything), did she again lie naked for Mr. Anderson’s endless admiration. Endless as it used to be, but now from a distance.

His eyes, she said, “became round and bright as he gazed at me.” She enchanted him as before with her recitations. But as he sat there viewing that undraped body, with its breathtaking combination of lean and voluptuous, not once did she allow him to stroke her face or even to take her hand.

In that fashion, alongside her single parenting of Venetia, assisted and encouraged by Mrs. Haas, the lovers embarked upon celibacy. All of this Sarah Kelly told me herself, her grave face breaking into one of her planned and perfect smiles.

The contact between King Kelly and his daughter in those first years of the new century also casts light on what followed between him, his daughter, and his granddaughter in the years I knew them.

Talk about volatile! From the outside it looked as though Sarah loved and hated her father equally; she worshipped and despised him, she kissed him on the mouth and she slapped him in the face.

King Kelly adored his new granddaughter, no doubt about that. But, like all his responses, it was a love that considered his feelings, not anybody else’s. For instance, one evening early in 1902 (this information comes from Mrs. Haas), King Kelly came home at about seven o’clock to the house in Brooklyn.

In his fashion—like a gale with musical accompaniment—he sang at the top of his voice as he swept into the hall. He called out to Sarah and Mrs. Haas that he was going out to dinner with some friends, who would come home with him later for a card game.

“And where’s my little angel?” he shouted. “Where is she?”

“She’s asleep,” said Mrs. Haas. “Do not wake her. It took a while to make her sleep—she is tired and has new teeth.”

“New teeth?” he roared. “Look who’s talking about teeth—old Shark-face herself. I must see these new Kelly teeth. I, who have to wear other people’s teeth, must see this.”

He rampaged across the landing and into the nursery and switched on the bright gaslight. The child awoke, he picked her out of her cot and swung her high, and she began to shriek.

Drab Mrs. Haas, who was then in her mid-twenties, only a few years older than Sarah, ran up the stairs and Sarah came tearing after her. Little Venetia was now yelling in fear, and the big man was trying to soothe her by holding her cheek to his.

“But he hadn’t shaved that morning and his beard hurt her,” said Mrs. Haas—who took Venetia from him and began to calm her. (Venetia, by the way, claimed to remember every moment of this story, even though she was only twenty-four months old at the time.)

As King Kelly, in his brown suit, backed out of the nursery, protesting that he only wanted to see his little granddaughter, his angel, his jewel, Sarah reached the top of the stairs. She had been out walking that day and hadn’t taken off her strong town shoes. When her father turned to greet her, she began to kick him. She landed her shoes on his shins, on his knees, every lower extremity within reach.

He grabbed her and held her at a distance, too far for her boots to connect with him. Then he spun her around, bent her over like a jackknife, and larruped her three, four, five times on the behind. The whacks echoed through the house. He pushed her away from him, made it to his bedroom, and locked himself in, while Sarah—who had almost fallen over when he dropped her—stormed up and down outside, screaming at him and kicking his door. Eventually Mrs. Haas prevailed upon her to calm down so that the child might get some peace.

Later that night, however, all through the card game, in which five of his cronies took part, Sarah sat right beside King Kelly, her thumb in her mouth, her head often leaning on his shoulder. During a break she sat on his knee, while he boasted about her to his pals: “My daughter, the great actress.”

“I’ve never been conventional in my relationships,” she often told me.

If I had known all those details, if I’d had any idea of what volatility they had survived between each other, I’d have understood better the bond between father and daughter, the seeming mismatch that so puzzled me later on.
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Here I feel that I must balance things a little by telling you how different my own mother’s life was in those days—such a contrast with the afternoon hours of Sarah Kelly in the Waldorf-Astoria hotel. Mother had been born a lean infant, wiry and long. By the time she was twelve she had acquired after-school and holiday work from a farmer who lived near her parents. When asked by the farmer what she’d like to do, Mother said, “The cows.” All through her teenage years, she fetched them in the morning and evening for milking—a tall, thin young drover, appreciated by all who knew her.

“Handsome more than pretty,” she herself said she was—but memorable even at twelve. And passionate about what she did. “Cows will do anything for you,” she told me once, “if they like you. That’s a good lesson, isn’t it?”

When I discovered—I was about eight years old—this feeling she had for cows, I begged her for her stories. She remembered individual cows, creatures who would allow her and her alone to milk them. “There was a Friesian called Lucy who kicked everybody else. And Flicker, because she always caught you in the face with a flick of her tail.”

She remembered settling them in their winter stalls, squeezing her slim body between their adjacent flanks. She remembered inspecting each cow for any ailment or injury once a week in case the vet had to be called. “When I was a child,” she said, “I never got comfort. I was so bony. In the winter or when the east wind came in at the end of March, I felt the cold in every bone. The only place I ever felt really warm was with the cows.”

She slept with cows about to calve—and she grieved if she lost either mother or calf. “A cow’s grief is a real thing,” she said to me once. “I’m not saying they cry salt tears—but you do weep if the calf comes out dead, and the mother can’t lick it into life, and she lowers her head and looks away.”

Her love of cows endured all her life. She talked to them, she represented their interests. Drovers famously carry sticks, long ash batons to steer and drive cattle. One lunchtime, I saw Mother rush out into the yard, where a drover, who had bought two heifers from us, was hammering on their backs to get them up on his cart. She grabbed the ashplant out of the man’s hand and broke it across her knee.

“’twould serve you right,” she snapped at him, “if they turned around and pucked you.”

That day, though a little scared in case the drover, a rough fellow, might retaliate, I thought Mother was wonderful. Do I still think it? I do—and now much more so, despite everything, and I don’t think it simply because of her love of cows. In time, she came to look a bit like them; as she aged, and once all her troubles were behind her, she too developed wrinkled and placid features.

No wonder I wanted to spoil her, make her life easy and easier. She had so many qualities that I liked—the quick movements, the fiddling with her hair, the laugh that, once it started, went right out of control.
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All who know the Kelly family seem in agreement that Venetia’s early years passed more or less sensibly, without agitation or unease. In the spring of 1901, and peacefully for mother and child, King Kelly had begun to travel a great deal in the United States. He was, he said, buying land, “investing in the New World.” Thus, he impinged scarcely at all on the life of his daughter and granddaughter in New York. When he did, and when he overdid it, Mrs. Haas repelled his invasions.

The following year, 1902, brought a different pattern. King Kelly was in his forties, and by all accounts—and from the brown photographs—a sight to behold, with his elaborate waistcoat, distinctive hat, and silver-topped walking cane, not to mention the laugh that could crack a hillside. He’d been strutting about in New York, boasting about his daughter “the great actress,” trying to make himself a gentleman among the posh clubs, and trying to avoid the Irish-Americans who might, he said, drag him down. As if he could find a lower place than his own morals.

At first he couldn’t stay away from the Irish. They were too exciting and raunchy, and they were making money. So he played with them and he politicked with them. But then, mid-1902, he disappeared into the West. In the now calmer house Sarah was able to devote herself completely, she said, to the care and attention of the infant.

A letter came in due course, in which King Kelly explained his absence, by saying that he had been elected mayor of Manhattan, Montana, “because of my unexpected and dramatic success at distributing land here in a fair and peaceable fashion.” He was, said his daughter, “a savage when it came to acquiring land.” Sarah had a way of resting her right elbow in her left hand as she spoke; for her, all the world truly was a stage.

By the time Sarah told me about Montana I’d come to know King Kelly too well to take anything at face value. In case it should prove useful, give me some clues, I decided at one stage to investigate this missing eighteen months of his life. I wrote a letter, “To the Editor, Local Newspaper, Manhattan, Montana,” asking about the name “Kelly” and the 1902 land rush, and—“by great good fortune,” as King Kelly himself might have said—back came a reply.


Dear Sir,

Reference to your inquiry, re: one Thomas Kelly, a.k.a. “The King.” This gentleman did come to our town in 1902—it is thought he came here because we are famous for beer. He also did participate in the 1902 contest for town parcels. The contest was to be decided on “The race is to the swift”—meaning, also, “First come, first served.” Regrettably the Kelly gentleman hired athletes to outpace all decent and honorable contestants. He also hired bullyboys with cudgels to crack the heads of legitimate entrants and slow down or halt their efforts. Also, he had by then opened a house of ill repute. For all this he received a jail sentence of seven years, which was commuted after eighteen months on condition that he quit Manhattan, Montana, and indeed also the state. He forfeited all parcels of land, properties that he once said he would “murder for.”

Hoping that this reply satisfies your inquiry. Glad to be of assistance. One is always warmed by a letter from the Old Country.

Yours truly,

Cyrus Murphy, Editor.





[image: ]

In King Kelly’s absence, Sarah returned to the theater. Despite her great status as an actress and a beauty, she found herself limited in what was available—because she refused to tour plays, a normal practice in those days. She overcame this by straightforward talent, and landed a number of good parts.

The New York stage at that time had great energy. Big names and bold works made headlines every day. As did Sarah, in Nathan Hale, as the mischievous and tender Alice Adams, and what she herself termed a “famous” performance as Roxanne in the new play Cyrano de Bergerac.

Her career, insofar as she told me, and insofar as I’ve been able to trace it, seems to have been shrewdly managed. She received the respect of her peers and her public without the “star” label and its problems—because although she worked in prestigious houses, she didn’t let herself get strangled by the big owners. Even though chagrin pierced her when the occasional impresario ignored her and brought on actress after actress, she held out against being owned by managements—and it seems not to have damaged her career.

Nor did she become the plaything of a Diamond Jim Brady or any of the other Irish flashmen who strutted across the skyline of New York like rakish giants.

“I had enough of that at home,” she said, “and I didn’t need more of it. Also, I had Mr. Anderson’s heart, and I simply loved my work. I got plenty of both and I had my lovely baby daughter.”

Whatever Mr. Anderson’s role, her world turned around Venetia and the theater, the theater and Venetia. With Mrs. Haas in attendance, she conducted her household quietly and with efficiency. And she steadied her life—helped considerably, she acknowledged, by the guiding (but not touching) hand of the tall, nasal Mr. Anderson.

It was a good existence. Society accepted her because of her talent. In this, she said, she was lucky.

“Try to imagine,” she remarked to me, “what New York in those days was like for us. We were Irish-Americans with the look of money, and therefore considered somewhat vulgar. It was assumed that we were Catholics, and so we were still reviled by the ruling classes of New York. If we’d been poor we’d have been a lot farther down the social ladder. A lot closer to the bottom-of-the-heap Irish coming in off Ellis Island.”

The idea of socially acceptable Irish in nineteenth-century New York—call that an oxymoron. No matter their wealth, the new Irish-Americans had a tough haul. Any status they achieved came mostly through politics—where they weren’t trusted anyway. Or the Church, still tarred as “Papist.”

I was to learn that Sarah didn’t play that “bottom-of-the-heap Irish” harp too loudly. But she did inherit—and passed on to her daughter—ferocious ambition to succeed.
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By now I’ve made clear that I’m assembling this material—from notebooks, jotters, backs of envelopes—so that I can survey and judge—so forgive me if I sometimes come across as jumpy. And I also want to grasp and analyze what I myself did in those crucial times. I know that, at the end of it all, I did some remarkable things, far beyond the reach of a man of my age. We’ve all heard stories of great sportsmen or performers who, in one moment above all, reached the sublime—and then couldn’t say whether they knew beforehand that they could do it. They just hoped that they could do it again. That somewhat defines my position, though only in part; so I’m also writing all this down to see whether I can find in me the qualities I exhibited at that time—power, love, care, daring—because I need them all the time.

But I’ve learned much else—in particular how to read signs. You see, I realize now that I could and should have anticipated some of the unpredictable fires that broke loose and almost burnt the house down. After all I was a secret witness to what I call the Prizefight. Mother never knew about it, and only at a sharp moment in our relationship did I tell my father that I’d been there.

The Prizefight took place on a Good Friday. When you grow up alone you learn how to acquire knowledge secretly. If you’re an only child, you think that most of the whispered conversations between your parents are about you. Or so you have to believe in order to survive.

Thus, at an early age I learned to hide in order to listen. I knew how to skulk around the property, pretending to play my wild and solitary games, but in essence watching everything. The ancient structure of the house, with its nooks and crannies, gave substantial cover. So did the trees and the gardens, and I could spy on people indoors and out, and I did all the time. This continued into my early teens. You learn a great deal about people when you can observe them from hiding. The first thing you learn is that they behave differently when they’re alone and think nobody’s looking.

Spring had come. We had a late Easter that year and the air had begun to hum and sing. At the top of one section in the home garden, rows of currant bushes, dense as a little green city, ran along the brick walls. When I came into the garden through the gray wooden gate, I saw my father and Ned Ryan, our yard worker, in conversation with another man. As I watched, a rough argument broke out, unusual to see in my life.

I recognized the other man; he scared me. His name was Thomas Kane—the principal in the next village’s school. A tall, burly man, he’d been a gunman out in the fields during the War of Independence, and had laid some claim to being called a hero. I’ve since learned that he was also considered a bully, and I think I must have known it at the time because I was afraid for my father. Mr. Kane’s pretty wife, a small, brown-eyed woman whom he married some years later, became one of Mother’s “warm acquaintances,” as she called those who hadn’t quite made it into the inner ring of friendship.

As little Ned Ryan bounced up and down between them trying to make peace, Mr. Kane poked his finger into my father’s chest. Then he rapped his knuckles hard on my father’s head.

Brushing the hand away, my father whipped off his jacket, a rust-colored Harris Tweed of which I was fond. Ned Ryan took the jacket—and next accepted Mr. Kane’s coat, who then squared off toward my father. And he shouted something that I couldn’t quite hear, though it smacked, I felt, of Billy Moloney’s “flockin’” lingo.

My father stripped naked to the waist; Mr. Kane didn’t. The two men walked to a small patch of clear and level ground. Ned Ryan followed, fussy as a hen.

Now my father held up his fists like a pugilist of old, and said something—to which Mr. Kane replied with a punch. It seemed to me that my father allowed the punch to hit him—on the side of the head—and then the fight began in earnest.

My feelings, I remember, twisted my heart like twine. On the one hand I felt afraid that my father might get hurt; on the other hand I was watching a trial of strength and ferocity between two men of the parish. I didn’t seriously think that my father might lose—or was that just hope?

The punches flew. Mr. Kane had a longer reach and he jarred my father several times, set him back on his heels. All the birds stopped singing. The dogs lay in the grass, noses down, eyes narrowed, uncomfortable, whining. And the fight swung back and forth along a wide grass path between the vegetable beds.

I see it all so clearly, still: two big men in their thirties, my father’s torso whiter than dough, and now reddening here and there as punches landed. Mr. Kane had black hair, and eyebrows that met in the middle; the sun caught my father’s wavy red hair.

It became a brawl. The classy pugilism went out of it when Mr. Kane suddenly delivered a kick. Ned Ryan shouted, “Foul blow, foul blow.”

The kick was meant for my father’s groin, but he spun and took it on his thigh. He rocked right back at the force of the great boot. For a moment he dropped his fists and I almost rushed out of my hiding place. And then my father ignited: He said something. Again I didn’t hear the actual words, but it inflamed the other man, who drove forward.

They grappled and wrestled, untidy and roiling about. They fell to the ground, they rose again. Once more they grappled, looking for a grip here or there. My father grabbed Mr. Kane’s jacket and tried to swing him around; Mr. Kane took a fistful of my father’s hair and twisted; my father somehow wriggled away.

The fight ended at that moment. With one clean punch my father lowered him. I heard the crack and saw my father wince and pull back his hand as Mr. Kane staggered, half-slipped, and fell. I thought his head rolled a little.

He lay on the earthen seed drills; Ned Ryan came forward to inspect my father’s hand. My father flapped the hand vigorously and nursed it; he bent at the waist, raised one knee in his wincing, and sucked at his knuckles. Soon, garment by garment, he began to take his clothes as Ned Ryan offered them.

By the time he had dressed again—undershirt, shirt, waistcoat, jacket—the man on the ground was sitting up. He looked at nobody and I felt half a pang of sorrow for him. I expected my father to reach down and offer him a helping hand but he did no such thing.

Turning his back, he beckoned Ned Ryan, who carefully laid Mr. Kane’s coat on the ground and followed my father out of the garden by the far gate. My father finished tucking in his shirttails as he walked, and he sucked his knuckles again. His force, so unexpected, so brutal, roasted me; even from that distance I felt my face burn.

Mr. Kane sat there for several minutes. Will he catch cold, I thought, on the wet grass? Then he clambered to his feet, spread his hands like a doctor all about his face, searched his head and torso, picked up his coat, and put it on. He stood for long moments, then walked straight toward where I hid. I watched from the bushes as he strode within a few feet of me, his face angry. He muttered under his breath. Then I heard his great boots crunch the gravel, and he had gone.

Sometimes when I try to understand what my father was truly like, I recall that day. I see him as a sturdy prizefighter, stripped to the waist, old-fashioned pose, arms out like big commas.

I see a ruthlessness too, in this man from whom I’d never received anything but tenderness and warmth. Of what was the ruthlessness born? What was it that he kept hidden for so much of his life? I suppose that he, more than anybody, had always known what might happen if he ever broke out of control.
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At this point I want to share an old silent film with you—The Courage of Esmeralda. A lanky youth named Liam dug it up for me in a Dublin archive. He had no idea why I sat weeping after this seven minutes of crackling, hissing flicker.

Esmeralda, in a dress of many frills, is walking by the shining river gathering pretty flowers, when she hears a cry.

The word “Hark” appears on the screen, and we see Esmeralda halt her flower-gathering. She cups a tiny hand to her shell-like ear. Now the urgent white words prompt her to mouth, “Where, oh where can that voice be coming from?”

She looks all around—and then she sees. On the road that runs along by the river, a horse, pulling a cart, is rearing and bucking. A man and a boy sit on the cart; the man is trying in vain to halt the horse with the reins. Now it begins to gallop!

Esmeralda puts aside her posy of flowers—she rests them with delicate care on the little roadside stone wall, and she looks in fear and apprehension at the oncoming, galloping juggernaut.

“What am I to do? I am so small!”

The horse’s head is rearing, his nostrils flare, his eyes are wide. He flings his head here and there. The reins fly from the man’s hands, and he cowers on the cart. He clutches to his chest the boy, the dark-eyed boy with the long eyelashes. Esmeralda holds a hand to her little breast in fear. She looks this way and that, hoping for help.

“Is there nobody near? Is there nobody to help me?”

Now Esmeralda’s eyelashes flutter—but there’s no help at hand.

Finally, she takes a deep breath and the screen says, “I must do it alone.”

Esmeralda steps out into the roadway and holds up a hand. Now the screen says, “Mr. Horse—stop. At once!”

The horse comes tearing on. Esmeralda holds up a hand again. The screen says, “Stop, I say, Mr. Horse. This instant!”

And the horse sees Esmeralda. He shakes his huge head like a mad beast. But he skids to a halt, and Esmeralda walks over to him. She pats his nose. The screen tells us what she says: “Nice Mr. Horse. Good Mr. Horse. Now have some grass.”

The grateful father and the adoring boy climb down. They walk over to Esmeralda.

“You saved our lives!” shouts the black screen in its white curly words. “How can we ever thank you enough?”

Through my tears I reflected that I could have told Esmeralda a thing or two about bolting horses.

Here’s the background. In August 1910, a gentleman named Sidney Olcott crossed the Atlantic by steamer and arrived in Cork. His employers had spun a globe of the world in front of him and asked where he’d next like to work. He chose Ireland, the land of his mother’s birth.

Sidney Olcott was a film director, one of the first, and one of the most famous of his day. Since infancy, and having listened to his Irish mother’s tales and reminiscences, he had revered Ireland, and the notion thereof. It’s a not uncommon malady.

The Kalem Company—“K” for George Kleine, “L” for Samuel Long, and “M” for Frank Marion—was founded in 1907, and generated myriad films in the United States. When he landed, Mr. Olcott took long reconnaissance tours all over his mother’s motherland and settled—unsurprisingly—in beautiful Killarney.

His first film there, A Lad from Old Ireland, packed theaters back in the United States, a box-office sensation, because every Irish immigrant, and all people of Irish descent, wanted and needed wonderful images of home.

In 1911, riding the magic carpet of his success, Mr. Olcott came back and set up a permanent company in the village of Beaufort near Killarney. He invited leading male and female actors from all over the world to work with him there, in films such as Conway, the Kerry Dancer; The Colleen Bawn; Rory O’More; and dozens more. All told, the Kalem Company made more than a hundred films in Ireland back then, many in and around Killarney.

Sarah Kelly had known Mr. Olcott slightly since New York days; he knew her work thoroughly; he sent out a call for her, and she answered.

They sailed excellently, despite some choppy seas. Venetia remembered it well, and described it to me one afternoon twenty-one years later. She said that she couldn’t be torn away from the rail, where she wanted to stare at the ocean all day. They didn’t get seasick, and the ship also delighted Mrs. Haas. Always a bonus—the lifting of that frown.

For Sarah, the voyage became a social whirl. Her fame had begun to cross the Atlantic with her; man after man pursued her.

“My dear Ben, I dined at a different table every night,” she said to me.

Of Mr. Anderson not a word was mentioned. Sarah hadn’t told him of her decision. On the day of sailing she simply failed to turn up at the Waldorf. He went there every afternoon for two weeks and waited for her. Eventually, when no reply came to his letters, he found a way to inquire discreetly, and that was the first Mr. Anderson knew of Sarah Kelly’s departure. She had turned her back on him—and his money. But she knew, she told me, that he’d follow her one day.

Beaufort lies some miles from the town of Killarney. Once settled in the Great Southern Hotel, Sarah hired a sidecar with a driver, called a “jarvey.” They told her in Beaufort that Mr. Olcott had gone elsewhere with his actors to shoot some scenes for the production under way. Mr. Olcott’s chief assistant, “a girl named Mae,” said Sarah, “with blond bangs reaching down into her eyes, and lips tight and red as a new rose, wrote out very carefully, in very large handwriting, the directions.”

Mr. Olcott was “most anxious,” Mae said, to meet his new leading lady.

The jarvey didn’t even look at the piece of paper. “They’re out at Moll’s Gap,” he said, and cracked his long whip. The horse, he said, knew the way.

Whatever the ancient feelings coursing through her, Sarah looked every inch an American: prosperous, helpful, charming. She enchanted all she met, including the jarvey.

She asked him to repeat the names of the places through which they passed, and while telling me she rolled them on her tongue. Tullig; Kilgobnet; Suanavalla; Coolcummisk; Dunloe; and finally Gortacollopa, where they found Mr. Olcott. Wearing a white peaked cap and check knickerbockers, he was standing in the middle of the road beckoning to somebody. And then they saw two people, obviously his actors, walk swiftly across a field to a gate, which they climbed, and upon which they sat and batted heavy eyelids at each other.

In the fashion that would become iconic, Mr. Olcott shouted, “Cut!” He turned to greet Sarah, kissed her hands, and offered her an engagement that would last, on and off, for as long as he stayed in Ireland.

She went to work on the following Monday, in a film called Rosaleen’s Return, about an Irish emigrant girl who comes home to her birthplace and restores her family cottage. From a ruined hovel with the thatched roof falling in, she makes a white-painted haven with picket fence and rambling rose. A “sow’s ear to silk purse” plot—how could she lose?

Sarah, with very few lines to mouth, gleamed and soared. The camera loved her, full-face and profiles, which Mr. Olcott pronounced “very unique.” Those eyelashes, that rosebud mouth, that sloping nose—he lost part of his heart to her, and then lost most of the rest to her daughter.

“What is your name?” said Mr. Olcott, to the child swinging her legs from the garden gate.

“Venetia Kelly, and my profession is that of actor. And you, sir?”

He professed himself “swoony for that kid” and that night wrote a film for her. He called it The Courage of Esmeralda.
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In Killarney the last bolt of this Kelly family preamble slides home—because a major character now appears, brought there in a cardboard box by King Kelly. A man who made every room turbulent upon his entrance, whenever King Kelly held out his arms, it became a race between Sarah and Venetia. That day Sarah won, as she would for the rest of her father’s life. Venetia wrapped her arms around his beef of a leg and held on, until he prized her away and lifted her up to be kissed.

He had no luggage; he said it would arrive later, and that the railway company had lost it. Who could ever believe him? Sarah had to go out and buy him clothes. Out of his copious pockets, however, he began to pull things—sticks of barley sugar, a chocolate bear, a tiny bottle of scent, a lace handkerchief. On the floor beside him he had already deposited a large box.

“Tell me a story, tell me a story,” Venetia cried, and King Kelly, with the child still in his arms, found the sofa and sat down.

“What kind of a story would you like?” he said. “You know that for the whole year you’re eleven years old you can have any story in the world because eleven is a magic number.”

“You said that too when I was ten,” said Venetia. “And when I was nine. And eight, and seven. What’s in the box? Is it for me?”

“Venetia, honey,” said her mother, but the warning of good manners faded in the gale of laughter.

“I’ll tell you the story first,” said King Kelly, “and then I’ll open the box and you’ll see why I told you the story.”

With Venetia settled on the arm of the chair from where he could look straight into her face, he began to tell his tale. I’m repeating the story here as Venetia told it to me many years later, and I’m repeating it because it formed such a fundamental influence in the early making of Venetia Kelly’s Traveling Show—and in the management of Venetia’s life.

There’s a man I know, and I know him well. He’s living up in the north of Ireland, and he’s a very unusual man—because he had a very unusual teacher. His teacher taught this man something that nobody else ever knew—how to talk to animals. He understands everything that animals say, even to one another. Because, as you know, animals and all creatures have their own language.

If this man hears the crows out in the field and they’re cawing and jawing, he knows they’re discussing where the next best bit of food might be. And if he sees the cows coming in to be milked, he hears them saying to each other, I hope there isn’t anybody milking us tonight who has cold fingers. He told me that himself. And every time the dog barks or the cat meows, he knows perfectly well what they’re saying—because his teacher taught him every animal language he needed to know. When he was a young lad, he tried to tell his family but they laughed at him.

One day, he was going off to his aunt’s house with his father and mother, and they were driving in a lovely painted pony trap drawn by their own horse on the farm, and the horse’s name was Myko.

Now my friend had conducted many secret conversations with Myko the horse. As he had had many secret conversations with the dog, Ted, and with the two pigs, Betty and Buster, and the cat, Chester, posh cat it was, name like that. All these chats were secret, you understand, because the animals didn’t want to get my friend into trouble with his parents, and he certainly didn’t want to get them into trouble.

Well, they were belting along with Myko in great rapid form, and the sun shining, and suddenly Myko gives a big whinnying neigh out of him and my friend jumps up off his nice leather seat and says, “Stop, stop.”

His father looks at him and says, “I’ll do no such of a thing,” and my friend says, “Stop, you have to stop—one of the shafts is going to break.”

Well, against his better judgment, his father looks out over the front of the trap and sure enough he sees that the shaft has a big crack in it, and he draws the reins slowly tight until Myko the horse comes to a gentle standstill. They all get down and inspect the damage and as they do so the shaft finally breaks off and falls down like a dying thing.

If they’d all been still aboard when that happened, they’d be as dead as doornails. The father scratches his head in puzzlement, and the horse lets out another whinny.

“Tell him you heard a crack,” says the horse to the boy. And the boy says, “I heard a crack.”

“Back there on the bridge,” whinnies the horse.

“Back there on the bridge,” says the boy.

“I suppose,” says the father, with a snigger as big as a curse, “the horse told you.”

The boy said nothing. And now he felt worse than ever, because the animals were talking to him in their language and they didn’t know any of his language. So he decided to teach them. That night, when they were all home safely, Ted the dog came up into his bedroom as he always did and snuck into the bed with him. He said to my fiend, “Myko told me about today and the broken shaft.”

My friend said, “Ted, I feel awful bad. Because I know how to speak in dog and horse and cat and pig, and you don’t know any of my language.”

Ted the dog said to him, “Why don’t you teach us?”

And so my friend started off teaching the dog to say “Hello” and “How are you” and “Please” and “Thank you.”

In no time, all the animals in the farmyard were speaking the boy’s language. And then they hit a snag—and it could have had very bad repercussions.

One day, the boy and his father were mucking out the pigsty and the father said to the boy, “These two will soon be ready for the table.”

The boy said, “What does that mean?”

The father said, “It means the same as it always meant. We’re going to kill them and eat them.”

Now Betty and Buster understood exactly what he’d said, because of course they now spoke English, and Buster said out loud, “Oh, no, I don’t want to be killed.”

“Who said that?” said the father, turning around in great surprise.

“I did,” said my friend, quick as a wink, and he went over to Buster, squatted down beside him, whispered, “Say it again,” and when Buster said it again the boy moved his lips.

“How did you do that?” said the father, amazed out of his head.

“I read about it,” said my friend. “They call it throwing your voice. Vent—something.”

And thereafter, if one of the animals spoke in English, the boy pretended it was him, and he had them all warned not to say a word in English unless he was nearby.

“Did they kill the pigs?” Venetia asked.

“No, that’s the thing,” said King Kelly. “The father was so amazed that he invited people over, and he made bets with them that the pigs could talk. And he won all his bets.”

Venetia remembered how the room exhaled when the story ended. Then she made King Kelly reach for the box. He opened it and took out a big doll.

“Now,” he said to Venetia, “I’m going to show you how to teach this doll to talk.”

He had brought her a gift almost as big as herself, a ventriloquist’s doll or dummy, and it wore dungarees and a plaid shirt. It looked like an Irish farmer—to be more accurate, it looked like the American doll manufacturer’s impression of an Irish farmer.

“We have to give the doll a name; he can’t go ’round the place without a name,” said King Kelly. “What’ll we call him?”

Quick as a flash, tongue sharpened to a point, Venetia said, “There’s only one name for him.”

They all looked at her, and she said, “Blarney.”
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And what of my own parents at this time? While the Kellys were climbing into their firmament, where did my family stand in the world? What comparison could I make that would connect us?

Nothing. Nothing at all. Each of them had lived among people whom their people had always known; other Irish farmers and their farm laborers and their countryside society never touched anything like the wilder lives I’m describing.

When Venetia Kelly was born, on the first day of the new century, Mother was eighteen—as was my father; they’d been born a few months apart in 1882. Harry MacCarthy, my compelling father, had finished school at seventeen, and was just about to read for a liberal arts degree in Dublin when a stroke killed his father. The farm at that time didn’t generate enough money to hire a manager, so Harry, bright, sparky, and keen to be a man of the world, had to stay at home and run the place for his mother, my grandmother.

As for Mother—she’d always wanted to be a farmer’s wife, which wasn’t what her family wanted at all. They’d hoped, given some of the Hopkins family connections, that she’d marry a public figure, such as a judge who came from a good family, or a young man who would inherit commerce, shipping, or banking—because although she was shy, she certainly had enough by way of looks and quiet style to land such a catch.

Mother, however, showed little interest in much beyond her cows—and other animals, and harvests, and all farm and country things, and she went through her young life as shy as a maiden, unsocial and living at home, without as much as a suitor or a swain, until Harry, with the red hair, and the polka-dot pocket handkerchief, and the merry grin, and the slight speech hesitation and three hundred acres, dropped by in 1910, when she too was twenty-eight years old. Everything, it seems, happened in 1910. Until everything else happened in 1932.
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Here’s another—in the circumstances, very significant—fact about my family. My father, in his mid-teens, made a journey to visit an uncle in the west of Ireland, and found himself being invited with said uncle to Coole Park, the home of Ireland’s most famous widow, Lady Augusta Gregory.

Whenever my father spoke of education he expressed his disappointment at how he had been denied. “A lost opportunity,” he’d say, “is like uneaten fruit. It rots.” I never quite got what he meant; I do now. But in Coole Park, under the famous copper beech tree, he had sat on the grass, at a picnic, and heard Lady Gregory, this cultural powerhouse, in her widow’s weeds, discussing the setting-up of a national Irish theater. Her partner, not present, would be her “dear friend” the poet Mr. Yeats. Yeats had said to her, “As with the voice the spirit,” suggesting that “only an Irish actor can convey the Irish spirit, since words are the clothing of the soul.”

My father came away from that meeting quivering with thrills. He told me of it over and over again. They’d talked all day about acting. Someone did an illustration, a character sketch from Shakespeare—the moment when King Richard III wakes from his dream and faces his conscience: “The lights burn blue. It was now dead midnight.”

“You-you-you could see it,” said my father. “You could see the anguish in this actor’s face. He was the murdering king, he-he-he was shifty and regretful and everything.”

On the way home from Coole Park, his heart had “caught fire,” he said, at the notion of “being” another person as an actor must be, of “writing” with his own face and voice and body and actions the story of a completely other person.

My father told me that ever after that picnic, when he was out in the yard, or the fields, climbing the stairs to bed at night, aching in every bone after hours of labor, or bounding down the stairs next morning, the thought never left him—and he said that he studied people thereafter as though he were compiling an album. “All-all-all their shapes. And-and-and their actions and voices.”

Indeed he became and remained a good mimic; for a man with a mild stammer, he was amazing with nuance and shade.

“I missed my vocation,” he once said to me. “I should have been an actor.”

Which was, after all, the life of Sarah Kelly. She took role after role by storm, and all the early playwrights of that period, including Mr. Yeats himself, insisted that she appear in their works.

Sarah sailed into Dublin society as a lovely ship glides into home port. Thereafter—and for the rest of her days—she lived in some style. In the beginning, she was aided by an aunt, King Kelly’s sister, Gretta. Though her married name was Monahan, Gretta was never called anything but “Miss Kelly.” Mr. Monahan had quit the scene after two years of marriage, departing with some suddenness; he crashed headfirst from his horse into a stone wall during a foxhunt.

His widow said, “He was on a big gray horse and three quarters of a bottle of port.”

In this merry widow’s household now dwelt this glamorous single mother from New York, already a bright light on Broadway, a new star in the motion pictures, and about to become one of the great figures of the Abbey Theatre—and her daughter, Venetia, a winsome and lively child. Plus Mrs. Haas.

For Aunt Kelly, Heaven had come to earth. She set up a social round for her beautiful niece. Every Sunday she held what she called her “Dublin lunch,” a salon, in effect, and she invited the great and famous—“the cream of the city,” she said, “rich and thick.”
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Now the cast is more or less assembled—the main characters in this, my story. My life was irretrievably and fundamentally altered and shaped by them: by my dear father, an ordinary Irish farmer who worked harder than any man he hired; by Mother, a farmer’s wife, with recipes, account books, cows to be milked, chickens to be fed; by King Kelly, a bruiser dripping with charms; by his daughter, Sarah Kelly, and above all by her daughter, Venetia, whose life, whatever it was, has defined mine.

Other characters will come, go, or stay, as players must do: Mrs. Haas; Billy Flock and his wife, Large Lily, our housekeeper; and hosts of others—acrobats, egotists, storytellers, politicians, actors.

And Blarney, the ventriloquist’s doll, who mesmerized an entire country; Professor Fay, who believed that he knew everything; and his sister, the adorable Dora. Through her, one other—and major—character walked onstage.

I had often heard her mention “a dear friend who knows everything in the world.” She kept saying that I must meet him one day. And I did meet him, as you soon will too. James Clare was his name, and he did know everything in the world. He wore black; he had a placid face with a nose like an owl’s; he taught me about time and self-respect, and the connection between the two.

Shall I count myself a player too? I must. The fact that I’m the storyteller here, that I’m the narrator, the observer of these people, should neither absolve nor exclude me. Whether I had an effect on them even remotely proportional to the way they influenced me—how can I tell? Can you see yourself accurately? Even when we look in the mirror, isn’t everything reversed?

Forgive me if I’ve taken too long to introduce them to you. I promise that it will all prove relevant. As people are, so shall they be, except for the fact that those few of us who were changed—well, we were truly changed.

And so we come to what Mother ever afterward referred to, in a whisper, as the “Catastrophe.” I should have been ready for it. Hindsight, I know, but I now understand that a mood of apprehension had fallen over me like an invisible net. As it turned out, I had good cause.

One Sunday in January 1932, we had a guest for lunch—“Missy Casey” she called herself, Julia Casey, from two farms away. Imagine a duck in a fitted tweed coat and laced brown shoes; that’s what she looked like.

Missy Casey was a neighbor who also insisted that she was “an intimate friend.” She demanded more attention than triplets, or so Mother said. Everything she did drew notice to herself; for instance, she sent Dinny, her frequently mad laborer, over that Sunday morning at seven o’clock to say that Missy Casey would be fifteen minutes late—for lunch six hours later. She hadn’t been to our house for two or three years, probably because she was so irritating.

When she arrived, she sat on the bench in the porch to get her breath back—though we saw no sign of panting. After all she’d arrived in a trap driven to our very door by Dinny the Madman. She fluttered her eyelashes—I mean a true flipping and fluttering—when my father appeared, and after several minutes in which Mother, my father, and I stood in a semicircle around her, she declared herself ready for lunch.

Which began badly. Missy Casey looked across the table at me as though she had never seen me before.

“Louise,” she said, her face reddening, “where have you been hiding him? Ben, stand up, let me look at you. My heaven”—as I stood—“you’re six feet three. Louise, lock him up.”

My father, sensing my loathing of such attention, said, “We-we-we feed him oats. He has his own nose bag.”

Missy Casey stared and stared at me, then looked down at her plate, shaking her head. “I wish I were twenty again,” she said.

Mother looked at my father and shook her head, a warning to say nothing. We all began to eat. Then came the next grenade: Missy Casey began a conversation about Saint Valentine.

“I’m so looking forward to his feast day,” she said. “It falls on a Sunday this year. D’you think Father Hogan will say anything about it at Mass? Wouldn’t you think he’d want to preach on someone as important as Saint Valentine?”

“Important?” said my father. “How so?”

This old trout had another technique for retaining attention. After making some opening statement, she’d take a mouthful of food, and then lay three demure fingers to her closed lips. We, of course, had to wait until she’d finished chewing, and I’ve seen cows quicker with cud; even mild Mother said Missy Casey was “an arch-ruminant.”

“Harry MacCarthy, you’re just like Father Hogan,” said Missy Casey, after a swig of milk from her glass, which frosted her mustache. “Why did Father Hogan say nothing about Saint Valentine? I’ll tell you. He’s afraid of love. Like all men. He’s—simply—afraid—of love.” She looked at my mother. “Isn’t that true, Louise? Men are afraid of love, aren’t they?”

Mother said, without thinking, “That’s true indeed.”

I knew that Mother didn’t mean what she said. She was agreeing with this irritating dame for the sake of moving on to the next topic. But my father coughed in that hard way he had when he was irked. He took a drink of water and coughed again, and I saw him decide to say nothing.

“Maybe I’m being extreme,” said Missy Casey. “Maybe I am. Because—” And she took another mouthful of food. Again we waited. When she unfastened the clasp of her fingers from her lips she said, “Now where have I put my bag?”

All three of us, Mother, my father, and I, we rose from the table and began to look for the bag; Mother found it in the porch, where Missy Casey had recovered her breath.

“Because,” she continued, “I received this last year. In the post. Anonymously. I carry it around with me.”

This spinster, older than a stone, dry as a shrub, nostrils like gun barrels, drew out a large pink envelope and flourished it.

“See? See?”

Mother reached for it, took out the card within, and read the words aloud, “Be. My. Valentine.”

My father had said nothing since the remark about men and love. He reached for the card and the envelope. Missy Casey watched his scrutinies.

“Harry, don’t tell me,” she said, “you recognize the handwriting?”

“Can-can-can you do copperplate too?” he asked.

Mother saw the knife coming out of the sheath. She said, with her voice in a hurry, “D’you know, I never heard of Valentine cards down here in the country. We’re getting very modern altogether.”

My father handed the card and the envelope back to Missy Casey.

“Well, that’s-that’s-that’s a love you can be sure of,” he said. I knew he was angry. “You can tell a lot from handwriting.”

“Don’t tell me it’s yours?” she said like a girl.

He let a silence rise. Then he said, “I-I-I think it’s yours.”

Such an outburst as we then had.

“Ohhh!” Missy Casey grasped the edge of the table, dragging the cloth. “Ohhh!” she said again, a tortured wail.

My father looked at me and winked.

Bang! Bang! Bang! Missy Casey thumped the table, and crockery hopped, and cutlery rattled.

“That’s a terrible thing to say. That I’d send a Valentine card to myself. Ohhh!”

She rose from her chair and staggered from the table, reaching for the wall. Mother raised fierce eyebrows at my father, who nodded as though to say, “She did, she did.” He looked at me and winked again.

Mother followed Missy Casey, and that was the last we saw of her. Next we heard the pony trap rattle away, with Dinny the Madman screaming prayers at the horse.

When Mother came back in, she said to my father, “That was uncalled for.”

“She-she-she asked for it.”

“How so?”

“That remark about men—she’s always doing that. And anyway she did send the card to herself.”

Mother said, “And where’s the harm if she did?”

My father shook his head impatiently and I got Missy Casey’s untouched and spurned dessert.

But a chill had fallen between my parents, a rare occurrence in our house. Its very unusualness was the kind of thing I should more closely have observed.
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After lunch, to escape the house’s mood, I went outdoors. Fog had come in. From the yard I went on a long looping walk that I’d worked out since the first days I was allowed to roam the fields alone. I was six years old then, and imagine what the woods looked like. Thrilling—a mysterious forest, especially in fog, when all branches took on new shapes. I saw caves that didn’t exist, and the ghosts of animals long extinct—a fog in the woodlands is a work of ever-changing magic. Even now, though I was a dozen years older, and they seemed less populated by the supernatural, the woods served me well.

The well stands away from the woods, its mound like a green breast out in the fields. As you approach you hear the water burble faintly against the pleasant and orderly walls. Those stones have lined the well for centuries. This is the best, the freshest drink that you can have.

When I emerged from the trees, I saw an old woman by the well; she stood still, and she was looking toward me. Nothing unusual in that; the local people, from the cottages and from one or two of the smaller farms, drew buckets from here. Miss Fay often came with me as I fetched a pail of water for them; going back to the cottage she always made the same joke about how we were Jack and Jill.

Still, I thought that I knew everybody who used this well, and I’d never seen this tall crone. Nor the garment she wore—except in paintings; she had an ankle-length black Kinsale cloak. As I drew closer I could see that it was lined with bright, shining green fabric, probably silk. The Kinsale cloak billows out into the world; it’s from another century; it has ruffles. You don’t see it much in the countryside, as it’s mainly worn by rich city women on classy occasions.

To add to the mystery, this creature also carried something I’d never seen except in storybooks—a wooden pail. All our buckets were enamel or galvanized metal.

I stopped and, unusually for me, I didn’t speak a greeting. The woman, much older than Mother or Missy Casey, beckoned me forward. She had an urgent air of command. I walked forward, picking my steps.

She waited, still beckoning. Beside the dark pool of the well the fog lay thickest, a gray blanket, swirling and dense. On and on she beckoned me until I stood no more than some feet from her. Now I could see that the cloak obscured the lower half of her face.

She felt strange in the way only a total stranger can. I knew I’d never seen her before—and I had been a boy who rode his bicycle like a hero all around these roads. She had a gray face, and her cloak’s hood also covered her head so that I couldn’t say what color hair she had—or indeed if she had any. Her high cheekbones—from what I could glimpse of them—suggested that once upon a time she might have been a beauty. Now she seemed tired, maybe exhausted.

I could have reached out and touched her face, as she could mine. Neither of us moved; I, frightened, held my hands by my sides. I felt the damp fog on my face, saw my breath on the air. She held the wooden pail in her hand. Her eyes searched me, every square inch, head to foot.

“Look at you,” she said.

A statement, one with no emotion in it, no kindness, no threat, no criticism, no praise. I kept my eyes down. Her creaking, slightly uncouth tones gave no identification. An Irish voice? Perhaps, but I couldn’t say whence.

“Look at you,” she said again.

Somewhere in the woods behind me a bird swore, harsh and high. The fog thickened.

“I’ve something to say to you, young lad,” she announced. “And you’ll remember it many times.”

Fear is what I remember. Of what, I didn’t know. Fear of having no control? Or fear that a stranger could presume to have an influence upon me, make an observation of me? As she now did, and this is what she said.

“You’re going to be given a shock, young lad.”

I found my voice. “Where are you from?”

She eyed me. “You’re thinking, ‘Is she real, or a witch or something?’ Aren’t you? And you’re thinking, ‘She looks like a witch, don’t she?’ That’s what you’re thinking.”

As indeed I was—those exact thoughts.

“I can tell a lot about you,” she said. “Just from looking at you, just from the light you give off. We all give off a light, and you’re thinking now, ‘If that’s the case, her light is gray.’ Isn’t that what you just thought?”

Again—exactly.

She said, “Now you know you can trust what I’m telling you. And I’ve one piece of advice that you’ll have to remember. You won’t know the truth about what came from the sea for many, many years, but keep away from it. Good-bye now.”

She turned her back, stooped to half-fill her wooden pail, and walked away into the fog. I thought, She looks like something out of my book of Grimm’s Fairy Tales. And then she called out over her shoulder, “Oh, I’m real enough, young lad.”

The truth about what came from the sea? But what had come from the sea?

After a few minutes I followed the path that she’d taken, which leads to the road. Although she was a good deal older than me and carrying a pail of water, and I was young and a quick walker, I never saw her, never caught up with her.

You should find our well one day, you should go there, try to make it in winter, and stand there and try to imagine how eerie it felt. Had I been old I might have died of fright.

That path leads to the Fourpenny Road, but not a sign of her did I see there. I halted in the gateway of Mr. Thompson’s house and looked up the driveway. On slightly higher ground now, the fog had thinned, and I could see right up to the front door—but not a person walked or stood anywhere. Except myself, puzzled and afraid in the fog and knowing somehow that I must tell nobody.

What was the truth of that encounter? Did I dream it? Or did I actually meet the old hag? Did I invent the story, my own mythology to prepare me for what was about to happen? Or to justify it?

I went home. In from the fog. I made myself some ham sandwiches. Mother appeared and had a cup of tea, and then Father arrived. We all sat at the kitchen table; she didn’t look at him. Missy Casey wasn’t mentioned—but she might have been in the room. I said nothing about the woman at the well.

A frost as stiff as this had fallen once before in our house, when my father was a day late coming home from the Galway races. No telegram, no message, and neighbors whom he’d met there had dropped by, asking if he was home yet.

This irked Mother, who then ripped into him when he did return, and the ice between them chilled everything for an unpleasant week. Since then all had been more or less sweet.

But this afternoon, he chatted to me more than usual, and in a louder voice. Mother read the newspaper, head down; she was hunched and a touch remote.

Except when he asked me, “Tonight’ll be great, won’t it?”

That’s when Mother looked up—at me. I answered her unspoken question.

“Venetia Kelly’s Traveling Show,” I said. “She’s coming to Cashel.”

Mother looked at my father; he avoided her eyes. Then she folded the newspaper very slowly and said, “I see.”

Rising from her chair, she walked from the room, passing behind his chair but not mine. Normally she patted his shoulder, or stroked his head, or mock-throttled him. That afternoon—nothing.

Walking very slowly, she reached the door, which she opened ceremoniously. She left the room like a queen—and then slammed the door so hard that the doorknob fell off. It had always been loose. My father rose, retrieved the white porcelain oval, and gingerly slid the knob back on again.



[image: ]

We reached the hall in Cashel an hour before the performance—my father had insisted. With nobody else there, we sat side by side in the empty, freezing place. I should have known, but then hindsight is despicable; it mainly tells us how stupid we’ve been. Father chattered like a monkey that night. I had rarely seen him so animated. His face had reddened slightly, as it did when we had company or he’d had a few swift whiskies. And he did this anxious thing with his hands, tenting and interlacing his fingers back and forth, over and over. He also shifted in his seat like a man with bad hemorrhoids.

I think we went in early because he’d hoped that we’d see some of the performers setting up the show. We didn’t—but we heard them. Behind the crooked hangings that passed for a stage curtain they shuffled and shoved, laughing and sending out little hollers to one another. At each sound my father put a hand to his ear like a hunter, and said, “Whisht!”—even if I hadn’t been speaking. From time to time he sat forward and clasped the back of the chair in front of him.

Time stays infamously slow in the countryside. The poster outside said 8:00 SHARP, but not until a quarter past did people drift in. By half past eight the hall had filled, but untidily so; men stood at the back and chatted; banter rattled back and forth; people left their seats to greet newcomers or to surprise a neighbor whom they had just seen three rows ahead, and so on. My father grew ever more impatient.

At twenty minutes before nine an imperfect drumroll came from behind the curtains. It started hard and high and stayed that way until the audience quieted, and then a man pranced out, a tall man, naked to the waist, thin as an orphan, torso white as a sick fish. He wore the skintight pants of a troubadour, wide red and yellow stripes, and he turned two somersaults in the narrow space between the curtains and the edge of the stage.

My father whispered to me, “He’s Michael. He’s one of the leading actors.”

Michael turned two more somersaults, took a bow, and disappeared behind the curtains. The drumroll began again, and a male voice called out, “Ladies and gentlemen, we present Miss Venetia Kelly in the famous Trial of Shylock by William Shakespeare.”

Part of the trick for this traveling company was to offer excerpts from plays in the school curriculum. This guaranteed attendance. Our teachers always said we missed a great deal by not seeing a performance of the play we were studying; that night, much of the audience consisted of boys and girls a little younger than me. In fact, The Merchant of Venice had formed part of my own English studies and I knew the play by heart.

The curtain drew open and revealed a row of chairs set up so that their backs formed a kind of hedge. This was evidently the front of the dock. On one chair knelt an elderly man facing the audience—clearly Antonio, because he looked so miserable. At the back of the stage, on a high stool, sat another old man, wearing a black robe and a judge’s long wig; he was the Duke.

The acrobat Michael reappeared. He now wore a short black velvet jacket, but his height meant that a gap of his flesh appeared between the hem of the jacket and the waistband of his striped pants. I could tell that he was playing Bassanio, because he walked up and down in a fret, and rubbed his hands together in an anguished way. Once or twice he gave us the benefit of a swift somersault. It had nothing to do with Shakespeare, but the audience loved it.

On a chair nearby, whetting an ugly knife on the sole of a shoe, sat Shylock, a small, extremely fat man with no neck. His front teeth reminded me of a rabbit’s.

Somewhere offstage the drum rolled again. Michael, i.e., Bassanio, turned another swift somersault and got another cheer. As the drumroll stopped, everybody onstage stood up and stepped aside, making way.

That was the moment when I first saw Venetia Kelly. Even now, as I write it, all these years later, I need time to digest it.

Let me tell you instead that my father had been disappearing throughout the year. He went at random intervals, and in odd but always consistent ways. Midafternoon he’d leave the fields or the yard or wherever he was working, go into the house, change into his best clothes, and drive away. I often saw Mother frown as, half hidden, she watched from the porch or a window or behind a garden hedge.

His return always woke me up. Sometimes he got back before midnight, sometimes an hour later. Soon, from far away, came distant noises of argument in the suspended night.

What had he been doing? I suddenly knew. He had been making journeys of different lengths, to different towns, to see these traveling players. As the evening wore on I knew it more and more; he not only knew the name of every performer on the stage, he could murmur their ad-lib lines.

I too began to mouth lines as he did—Antonio’s “the weakest kind of fruit / Drops earliest to the ground.” They had taken some liberties with the text, and I soon understood why—the piece had been rearranged to create an entrance for Portia.

What is it about what we call today a star? What quality, what dimension? Is it an inner burn that transmits itself to us whether he or she knows about it or not? Venetia Kelly made no dramatic stride into the center of the stage; she didn’t leap or pounce. She kind of slouched on, a slow walk, shoulders taut, like somebody wondering whether to be wary. She looked all around the stage, taking in everything, and then came far enough downstage to be seen by the entire audience—which at once fell quiet.

Beside me, my father reacted so hard that he made the bones of his chair creak. He pulled back his hands, tightened them into fists, and held them in front of him like a man containing himself.

She wore, neck to foot, a black gown of a light velveteen material with a pattern like a faint Venetian brocade, and she wore small, pointed, black velvet shoes. No jewelry, no ornament shone anywhere. From my father’s throat came the noise of a small animal. I was barely able to take my eyes from this actress, and yet I had to look at him. Had I not known better I should have said he was in pain.

You could hear a feather drop in that shabby old hall. We weren’t in Cashel—we were in old Venice. A step at a time, Portia looked to right, to left, her head turning like a lamp. Maybe I imagined it, but it seemed to me that each actor quickened when she looked at him, then stood or sat at greater attention.

And still, as I tell you this, I marvel that she was, as yet, barely past thirty years old. And still I marvel, as I feel again the pain of the memory, that she was perfect. The first time I ever heard that voice, it was speaking a perfect rendition of Shakespeare’s iambic meter, five-notes-to-the-bar.

“Which is the merchant here, and which the Jew?”

Antonio and Shylock identified themselves to her. My father leaned forward, and leaned back again. Then he bent down, bent double almost, as today’s aircraft passengers are instructed to do in a crash. He put his head in his hands. For a moment I thought that he’d been taken ill, and I turned to look at him. He had become inaccessible; no part of his face showed; I could see only his thick mane of bushy red hair.

“Are you all right?” I whispered.

He shook his head and came out of his dive, raising himself slowly. His eyes were still closed tight, and he bit so hard on his lip that I expected blood. He opened his eyes, turned them on me like lamps, and whispered these words:

“Ben, I’m not coming home with you tonight.”

“Why?” I whispered back.

When we ask the most important questions we already know the answer. How ill am I, Doctor? Is my business ruined? Am I as inadequate as I think I am? Do you love me?

Such was the case here.

My father said, “I’m going to join Venetia Kelly’s Traveling Show.”
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Things had been going so well in my life. No complications yet—no girls, I didn’t smoke or drink, and I didn’t gamble. I didn’t even swear, not out loud. When I looked ahead, life promised well too; my achievements in school told me that next year I’d enjoy college; I liked our farm, the horses, the dog, the cat, my parents, the neighbors, the people who came and went.

My days were lovely—from the clatterings of the sparrows every morning, to the bats fooling around in the evening. I had known no threatening difficulties; I’d had a good ride of eighteen years. Now, though, somebody was creeping up behind me with a hammer, and that somebody was my own father.

How did I react when he made his announcement to me? I don’t fully recall. For certain I frowned, because that’s what I do when I’m hit by a thump I’m not expecting. Also, I waited, because I have a slow emotional metabolism and I always need to digest things in order to cope with them, especially if there are strong feelings attached. In my house there wasn’t much training in matters of emotion. So I’m surmising that I sat there, instantly woolly in my brain, with big lights flashing the thought What does he mean? What does he mean? What does he mean?

I do recall an immediate worry about driving the car at night because I’d never done that. And I do recall trying to figure whether there was a moon to help light the way. I remember also thinking, Oh, well, it has good headlamps. Other than that, I can’t bring any reaction back to mind.

Here are the words again—“I’m going to join Venetia Kelly’s Traveling Show.”

I hadn’t mistaken it; that’s what he said. He had the eyes of a child when he spoke; he was innocent, relying on me, and thinking only of the world to which he was going.

When Portia declaimed, “The quality of mercy is not strained,” the slight emphasis made my father shudder. “It droppeth as the gentle rain from heaven / Upon the place beneath”—and I could hear, like leaves rustling on a tree, the whisper of fifty teenage voices murmuring the words. “It is twice bless’d / It blesseth him that gives and him that takes: / ’tis mightiest in the mightiest.”

Now I too began to whisper—“it becomes / The throned monarch better than his crown”—and I felt a tight grip on my arm: my father’s hand. He seized me so hard that I looked at him and saw that he had closed his eyes; tears oozed down.

“Shhh,” he said gently.

I subsided, his grip eased, and I sat back to listen.

They had cut short or cut out almost every other part. Shylock got a few sentences to say; the Duke of Venice interjected only once. And when Portia had finished, Bassanio cheered and did another somersault. Many years later Miss Fay smiled at this detail.

“A loose interpretation,” she said.

Bassanio’s handstands gave the audience a cue. They yelled and applauded and Venetia Kelly withdrew from the stage as gracefully and silently as she had entered. My father sat up, whipped his red polka-dot handkerchief out from his breast pocket, and mopped his face and brow. The crowd cheered on. Portia, still gowned in black, came to the front of the curtain and took a bow. My father stood and whistled on his fingers. He was fifty-two years old.
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The show continued as a series of sketches. Somebody from each wing got behind the curtain and dragged it toward the center to prepare the stage for the next act of the evening.

No more Shakespeare; Michael (not Bassanio now, but in the same costume) sang a mournful song about “How Can You Buy Killaaaaaarney.” The fat, neckless fellow who’d played Shylock and a girl we hadn’t previously seen came on as a lovelorn comedy duo—he a rustic swain, she a milkmaid with a wooden pail, a bantering and slightly blue act.

“Why are you holding my bottom in your hand, kind sir?”

“Oh, pretty miss, is it not a lovely and beautiful and useful thing to hold in my hand?”

“No, kind sir, not useful.”

“Not useful, pretty miss? What do you mean?”

“Well, kind sir, what use would it be in a fight?”

The crowd loved it.

Three men in white tie and tails (Michael was one of them) sang and danced—as they juggled. The old man, the judge, waddled on in a troubadour’s costume; he looked like the joker in a pack of cards, and he played an indiscernible tune on a tuba, and it made him red in the face.

Venetia Kelly reappeared and once again the hall grew so quiet that a passerby would have thought it empty. Wearing a long white opaque shift, she stood on the edge of the stage and spoke. “‘I fear thee, ancient Mariner! / I fear thy skinny hand! / And thou art long, and lank, and brown, / As is the ribbed sea-sand.’”

My father now sat out on the edge of his chair, so far forward that his breath must have hawed on the neck of the man in front of him. I sat transfixed, as this woman burned herself into us.

“Oh, God,” whispered my father. “Oh, Jesus God.”

I can remember every detail of that show, but I choose not to bother with its mishmash now: the long passage from The Rime of the Ancient Mariner, with the line that the audience was waiting for—“As idle as a painted ship / Upon a painted ocean;” some more songs; a “funny” recitation about brown bread and onions by the old tuba player; handstands, somersaults, and juggling tricks from Michael and the others. They were all, each act, less distinguished by a good margin than Venetia, who performed like an actress from the classics; but the unevenness didn’t matter to that audience, which was standing room only.

And then came the finale.

The curtains drew back some of the way to reveal tall black screens, making a small three-sided space. On strolled Venetia Kelly, calm as a stork. She wore a lady’s cream blouse with a cameo brooch at the high, maidenly throat. Over lilac tights she wore a purple froufrou skirt, bigger than a huge tutu; she wore a wig of bobbed yellow hair and had round splotches of red on her cheekbones like a rouged clown-ette: Had this been Portia?

She folded her hands, primped her froufrous, and cleared her throat with a little cough. Looking up at the audience, she prepared to speak, but an indignant and hurt voice rang out offstage.

“You forgot me!”

From the wings an unseen hand thrust forward a ventriloquist’s dummy.

Venetia Kelly said, “I’m sorry, Blarney,” took the dummy into her embrace, and began to console it. Blarney wore dungarees, a little tweed vest, and a farmer’s shirt with no collar. He had sticking-up hair and thick, worried eyebrows.

“You should be sorry,” he said, “and the price of eggs.”

He sat in her lap and the routine began.

“How are you, Blarney?”

“Fine.”

“Is that all you have to say, Blarney?”

“That depends on you.”

This drew a huge laugh from the audience—and my father. He whispered to me, “This fellow’s great!”

“What have you been doing, Blarney?” She behaved cautiously with him, as with a volatile lover.

“Not enough.”

“Oh? Why not?”

“Your fault.”

“My fault?”

“Yes.”

Every time he spoke he turned his head, with its glittering blue eyes, to the audience, and then twisted back again to hear her next question. He disturbed me.

“Why is it my fault?” she said.

“Because I can’t get rid of you.” And Blarney swiveled his head. The audience roared again.

“Well, what would you like to do?”

“I’ll tell you.”

“Tell me, Blarney.”

“I’ll tell you.”

“Tell me.”

“I said—I’ll tell you.”

Silence. Then Venetia Kelly said, “I’m waiting.”

“For what?”

“For you to tell me.”

“Tell you what?” He had a mouth as red as scandal, and his squared-off cheekbones were born of a carpenter’s knife.

Venetia said, “You told me that you’d tell me—”

“D’you want to hear a joke?” Blarney interrupted.

“Yes, Blarney.”

“A man went into a shop and he said to the shopkeeper, ‘Do you keep shovels?’ And the shopkeeper said, ‘I certainly do.’ And the man said, ‘Why don’t you sell them instead of keeping them? You’ll never make money that way.’”

My father laughed at this joke, laughed and laughed, almost into hernia country. Blarney watched with his glittering blue eyes as the crowd’s laughter subsided.

“D’you want to hear another joke?”

She—and we—waited.

As did Blarney. Then he swiveled his head at her. “Do you?”

Venetia Kelly started and said, “Yes, yes of course.” She looked at the audience and raised her eyebrows at his cantankerousness.

Blarney said, “A horse walked into a bar and the barman said, ‘Why the long face?’”

I had always known that my father had a sense of humor, but I’d never seen him guffaw like this. Again, Blarney waited; he knew about timing.

“A man walked into a butcher’s shop.”

“Yes, Blarney.”

“Yes, what?”

“Just—yes, Blarney.”

He looked up at Venetia, looked at the audience, and shook his head in pity.

“A man walked into a butcher’s shop.”

This time she didn’t interrupt. Every time I looked at this doll, this wooden dummy, he seemed to be looking straight at me.

“He said to the butcher, ‘By any chance do you have crubeens?’” By which he meant pig’s feet, a delicacy in the south of Ireland.

“‘I do,’ says the butcher. ‘Tell me,’ says the man, d’you find it very hard to walk?’”

They cheered and whistled, they laughed, they cheered again. Standing at the side, near the front, leaning against the wall, one man laughed louder than any other, a tall, heavy man in a brown suit and a check waistcoat. How I remember that sighting.

When he—and the audience—had stopped laughing, Blarney said, quite tenderly, “Venetia?”

“Yes, Blarney.”

“You were lovely tonight. As Portia. That was a great performance.”

The audience released a large “Awww!”

“Thank you, Blarney. Would you like to be an actor?”

Blarney grew coy. He tucked his head into Venetia Kelly’s upper arm. We waited.

“Would you?” Her voice had grown soft but we could hear every word.

Blarney, his head still hidden, nodded like a shy child.

“Blarney, we can arrange that.”

He shook his head, waited, slowly emerged, and looked up at her.

“Blarney, I’m puzzled.”

Blarney looked at the audience and held a silence.

“Would you or wouldn’t you like to be an actor?”

Swinging his head like a lamp to include all the audience, Blarney orated a little rhyme.

“The House of Success is great and wide. Its rooms are always full. And some go in by the door marked ‘Push.’ And some by the door marked ‘Pull.’”

The audience laughed again; everybody in that hall knew the value of “pull,” and many had almost certainly complained that they couldn’t get anywhere in life because they didn’t have enough of it. Indeed my father often groused, “Low influence in high places. That’s my problem.”

And then Blarney delivered the coup that set the nation talking—and laughing.

Venetia Kelly commented, “That was a nice little joke, Blarney, and it went down very well. But we were talking about you wanting to be an actor, weren’t we?”

Blarney, top of the bill, sitting on his mistress’s knee, said, “Yes, Venetia. That’s what I’m talking about too.”

“Good. This is exciting. What role do you want to play, Blarney?”

“I want to be a candidate in this election. With all the other dummies.”
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We waited. After the applause had died down, and when all the audience had sloped out into the night, my father and I rose from our chairs, stiff as tired workmen. Outside, a few people chatted here and there, still laughing. My father strode away around the side of the building to the rear of the hall. I hung back, agitated and uncertain. Then I followed him, walking fast.

What did I have in mind to do? I don’t know. Stop him, perhaps? I don’t think so; and nobody could have.

By the time I rounded the corner of the building he was surging like a powerboat. Already dismayed, I stopped and watched him.

For weeks afterward the first image in my head at each morning’s awakening remained the same; when I reach for it now, I feel its haunting mood. My father is striding away from me; he may as well be wearing a sign saying PURPOSE. He reaches the upright rectangle of a dimly lit open doorway. Now he is standing between two tall and elegant women who have come out to greet him. They draw him by the arms toward the door. He frees one hand to turn and half-wave at me, he surrenders that arm to them again. Then he turns and walks through the doorway with them. For a moment he looks back over his shoulder at me. The door is closed.

Many years later I saw the play Oedipus at Colonus. At the moment when the blind king was flanked by his daughters as he was about to leave them and die, I alarmed myself by beginning to weep. Nothing could have been farther from my life than Sophocles and ancient Greece. Yet I wept, and my memory told me that those women, Sarah and Venetia Kelly, had been escorting my father into his next world.

Like a photograph, I still see that moment whenever I reach for it, or when it comes back unbidden. But to the day she died I never told Mother, never described that incident to her. For one thing it seemed to say that my father was indeed being taken away by forces too powerful for us to counter.

For another, I sensed a possessiveness that offended me, even if I couldn’t have put that into such words at the time. And I reasoned that if it offended me, it would have seared her.

So I stood there, watching. My breath offered a small cloud up to the night. The door closed and now everybody had gone and I was alone. Soon, they must come out of that hall and I would know what to do next. They didn’t come out and I didn’t know what to do. The few lights of the town dimmed and began to die as people went to bed.

At two o’clock in the morning I was still there, afflicted. More than once I went over to the closed door but I never knocked on it. I slunk along the walls under the windows of the hall; from inside I heard laughter and loud convivial noise, so at odds with how I was feeling.

My father’s voice rose and fell and I knew that he was regaling them with his delightful stories. At the sound of his voice so merry I could also hear the pieces breaking off my heart, like bits of a cliff falling into the sea. I made the hard decision and turned for home.
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No matter what I’ve told you so far, I can’t overstate it. I can’t exaggerate the gulf between the life my father had been living and the world into which he now threw himself. The strangeness of it all, the unlikeliness—could it have been any more extreme? When things went boxy for any of us, or for the world at large—a typhoon, an earthquake, a shipwreck—my father had a saying, “Ah, it could happen to a bishop.”

In this case I doubt it. My father’s voice wasn’t rough, but it never pealed like bells. The collars of his working shirts got no ironing; they crumpled like wings. He didn’t use the word “manicure;” how could he when at any moment he might be forking out manure alongside “Flockin’ Billy Flock,” as he often called him?

And here he was now, about to travel with people whose voices rang like chimes, who probably ironed their clothes day and night, who certainly spent hours of each morning attending to their intense faces and hands.

Did I know all that when he turned to me and made his announcement? Maybe not in detail, but I knew that he had leapt across a ravine and hadn’t once looked at the rocks and waters below.
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If we had regulations governing licenses for cars or drivers in 1932, I don’t recall them. Most of my driving had taken place around the farm, and when my father and I went on the public roads I often took the wheel; he was prepared to say that he was teaching me. In short, I’d had plenty of experience.

How was the night? Fine for a time. Sometimes chaos is followed by a hiatus, which brings a respite, a little protective quiet.

That twisting, winding road from Cashel to our house—I knew it so well, the steep hills and sharp dips. My mind checked off the names of the houses—Murnane, Ryan, Baragry, Carroll, Magner, Mahony, Gleeson.

The headlights poked yellow tubes into the night, dark and still. I had a moment of fright; the acid greenish-yellowish eyes of a goat caught me from his grazing post at the roadside. Otherwise I had the cold and clammy world to myself.

No lights shone in our house, not a candle, not a lamp. I put the car in the barn—same as my father did when he came home late. In the dark yard I stood and listened to the silence. I remember the thought Well, this is the time for spells. Has someone cast a spell on us? On this place?

In the kitchen I organized some bread and marmalade, and a glass of milk, and tiptoed up the back stairs to my room. The wood-smoke aroma from the living room still floated through the house. Mother must have been sitting up late: It was now three o’clock in the morning.

My room was as cold as my spirit; I listened like a thief, but I heard not a sound. Nor did I sleep, not at all. When five o’clock came, I lit my little oil lamp and began to read. Futile; I couldn’t concentrate because I was waiting for Mother, for her footstep, her voice. But I must have fallen asleep, because at half past eight I woke with a start at morning’s mighty noise from Large Lily rattling about in the kitchen below, a slow train with a vast, clanking engine.

I blinked my eyes, sore from that image of my father, and his two women, and the dimly lit open door like a cave, and I rose, washed, dressed, and went down.

How do you tell a woman that her husband has left her? And if the woman is your mother?
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We had a breakfast room in that house, with, seasonally, a fire. The round table accommodated four; usually we were three. That morning we were two—and terribly so.

I heard her footsteps on the stairs. Mother was always of a quick, light step—but that morning she trod like a convict. When she reached the door of the breakfast room I turned, unable not to, and saw her as I had never seen her before.

She hadn’t yet dressed in her day clothes; she wore a long gray cardigan wrapped as tightly around her nightdress as a shroud. Her hair, usually smooth and shiny as a blackbird, flew out in alarm from all sides of her head. Unprecedented. And her face, white as death, had two red holes—the rims of her eyes.

“Where is he?” she said.

I shook my head and began to stand up.

“Where is he?” Her tone of voice roamed between fear and menace.

“He said—he said—”

“What—” she snapped, and then almost wailed. “What did he say?”

I was slow, and she caught me.

“His exact words, please. Ben? His exact words.”

And still no sound got out of my mouth.

“Repeat what he said. No matter what it is. Quote him. Say what he said.”

Mother had now advanced into the room and, terrible-eyed, had come around the table to look me up close in the face.

“What were the words?”

I know that I lowered my head. Knives of feeling slashed at me. And then I wilted under a sense of protectiveness toward my father. And bent further under a dreadful, impossible desire to protect Mother. Too much, all this, too much for a schoolboy.

I remember thinking, Get it all out in a rush, then it’ll be over. Like an excuse at school.

“He said—he said he wasn’t coming home, that he was going to join Venetia Kelly’s Traveling Show.”

Mother sat down, heavy as a dropped rock; her chair almost cracked. The yellow cat, Miss Kennedy, jumped from the windowsill and ran out of the room. A bad sign; Miss Kennedy didn’t yield to anyone or anything.

“Go after him. Bring him back.”

“What?”

“Go now. Now. Eat your breakfast and go.”

She locked her hands behind her head and began to rock back and forth in her chair.

“Mother—what can I do?”

Do you know that feeling when alarm makes you suck in your breath? And a red color gets in behind your eyes?

“He’s your father. Go after him and bring him back.”

“He’s—he’s going on somewhere.”

“You drove the car home. At least I presume that was you driving it. It didn’t leave again. You can drive out now and bring him back.”

She’d heard me return and had lain awake listening for—she hoped—two pairs of footsteps.

“It was a desperately cold night.”

“Yes. That’s it. You go after him and bring him home. You know where he is. He’ll listen to you, Ben. You know full well that you’re the sun in his life.”

“Mother—”

“Yes, you are. Ben, you are.”

“Mother, I’m only eighteen.”

Did tears form in my eyes? I can’t remember.

“Yes. I know. This is man’s work, Ben. But you’re well on your way to being a man. Everybody calls you a young man.”

No. Not going to do it. Not going to tug my father’s sleeve outside some ramshackle village hall and beg him to come home with me. And yelp when he prizes my arm from his sleeve and walks away.

“I can’t interfere, Mother. I’m not up to that.”

On fire now, she got up from her chair, went to the wall, and, trembling all over, leaned her forehead against it, her arms spread like a crucifix. She steadied and the trembling ceased; then she came over to me and leaned closer.

“I knew this was going to happen. He’s been after her for ages. But we need your father here. We can’t run this farm without him.”

“But Billy needs a hand today, and I said I’d help—”

“Buts are for goats”—a favorite saying of hers; at least some of her wit had begun to return.

I said, trying to be firm, “We’ll run the place fine. We’ve Ned. And Billy. And Lily. And me. And you’re great at things. We’ll run it ’til he comes home. And he will.”

She strengthened. “I need him. Is that clear? I need him. Go and get him for me. Bring him back here. That’s your job.”

“Maybe he’s only going for a few days—”

“He won’t come home. I know him. He won’t. Tell him I’ll be ruined without him, tell him I’ll have no one to talk to.”

Large Lily steamed into the room with her big tray and her broad tongue; “’tis that cold out there you’d need to grow fur.”

Mother preempted any nosy questions.

“Lily, the boss isn’t here for breakfast, he’s away for a day or two.” Her precise speech returned for just that moment. “Set the table for Ben and me.”

Large Lily spread her wares, turned like a marching soldier, and clattered back to the kitchen. My father said that Large Lily had a dispensation from the Pope to wear her legs upside down.

Mother left the room too; “I’ll be back,” she said.

Much as my father always did, I shook out the huge folds of the newspaper. I thought, My God, I’m already behaving like him, and I wanted to drop the paper to the floor—notwithstanding the irresistible headlines: ELECTION SPEECHES FROM PLATFORMS OF ALL PARTIES.

That morning, the first of my life’s true struggles began. Mother advanced on me like an army. Her feelings tugged me this way, hauled me that way. She pleaded and she pressed and I knew she’d bring me grief. And in time she did.

While I ate breakfast, and before she came back, I began—my father’s great dictum—trying to “think rather than feel.”

“Use-use-use mental skill,” he used to say. “Think your way through it. Forget what you feel.” Over and over he’d say, “Skill, not emotion.” Hah! The irony!

Well, thinking about this business told me that it was, to say the least, a startling matter: I heard my mind say, I mean, look at it. Your father has run away from home with an actress. How’s that for a ball of wax?

But my thought process collapsed at once, new feelings swept in, and I began to miss my father with actual pain, a pain in my heart, a pain in my stomach. I was so fond of him. From as early as I could remember I went everywhere with him—on his short errands to town, or into the village, or to spend time at the blacksmith’s. I’d had difficulty settling down in school because I was no longer free to be with my father about the place, and I was lonely for him every hour of the day.

And now what was to become of him? He couldn’t act, he couldn’t dance, he couldn’t sing. Perhaps, I consoled myself, he needed to get this thing out of his system. But my father didn’t have fads or passing fancies; he was a farmer, he was slow to take up things. Yet—and here was the warning shot—if he took them up he truly embraced them, and made them part of his life forever.

Then, on that bleak morning with my breakfast and my newspaper, in rode the most chilling reflection. I looked out at the wooden gray sky and said, “Golly O’Connor.”

Golly O’Connor, a mad, obsessive character, was my father’s favorite teacher. He’d been in the British army, and when something surprised him he said, “Golly!”

Golly loved the classics, and spat Greek and Latin quotations like other men did tobacco.

“Remember Heraclitus, boys,” he used to cry. “Character is destiny.”

That was my father’s most beloved remark—“Character is destiny.” Thinking of it, I felt less hopeful and very unsure.

When I look back now and see myself there, that Monday morning, I see the early fogs of 1932 boiling soft and slow, mists of damp, gray wool muffling the hill field. Through the other window, I look into the gray stone yard, and there’s a horse dipping and swooping its great head as it’s being marched in from a gallop. That’s Bobbie Boy, a young hunter that my father bought up the country last year, and loved so much he’d never let anyone else touch him. When will Bobbie Boy begin to miss him? When will the yard begin to know that the boss isn’t going to be here anymore? When will Bobbie Boy rear up and kick somebody? I’m certain I began to talk out loud to myself; that’s one of the things I do under severe duress.

Which brings me to Mother’s pressure upon me. When she returned to breakfast she rapped a knuckle on the table.

“Ben, listen to me. Let me put this as clearly as I can. I want you to get in the car, go out and find your father, and bring him home. For me.”

She didn’t say, “Bring him back,” she said, “Bring him home.” And she didn’t wrap it in some vague domestic reason—she said, “For me.” Plain as day. And there, plain as an egg on a slate, sat the challenge. And my mind translated her words: I’m your mother. Go out and bring back the man I love. My husband. Your father. Restore him to my life, to our ordinary life.

Then she attacked harder: “After all, you were with him when he ran off. You could have stopped him.” As though it had been my fault.

I ate my breakfast, and then I went into the kitchen and retrieved my father’s breakfast and ate it too. When in doubt, eat. In my mind’s rampages did I come up with any cohesive, useful thoughts? I don’t remember, but I don’t think so. Except one—I wasn’t going to get in the car and go searching for Venetia Kelly’s Traveling Show or Blarney the parliamentary candidate or my father or anybody.

Standing up in the kitchen, I devoured the food meant for my father, felt surprisingly good about doing it, and headed for the yard. All day I kept out of Mother’s way, because I knew that she was looking for me. I headed down the fields, I lingered in the woods, I came back and lurked about the yard—but it was winter and there wasn’t much to do. Ned Ryan had gone off somewhere, Billy Moloney was in one of his “flock off” moods, and eventually, caving in to hunger, I had to go back into the house.

Mother stood in the hallway, leaning against the doorway into the porch. I saw her from behind—tall as a stake, but hunched and bunched. Her folded arms kept out the world and protected her bruised heart. As I watched from the kitchen door, she moved from one foot to the other and back again like a wounded stork.

When she turned around and saw me, she began her next attack. And for two more days she gave me no peace. She assailed me in all sorts of ways, with pleadings and recriminations and, from time to time, utter charm. She woke me up in the morning, she came to my room last thing at night, she rose from the table at every meal and came around to where I sat and leaned in over me, she pulled a chair up beside mine. The Welsh, as a people, have determination when they need it, and if Mother wanted to make a point she knew how to do it.

“He won’t listen to me, Ben. For reasons I’m not prepared to go into.”

“Are you surprised, Mother?”

“You could have him back here by midnight.”

“Are you surprised that he did what he did?”

“You went out with him. You should have seen to it that you came back with him.”

All Monday, all Tuesday, I fought her off, still refusing this embarrassing, unseemly task. On Wednesday morning she came to the breakfast table with a face as gray as the fog outside, as bleak as the stone in the walls of the yard. In her arms she cradled like a baby the “Big Ledger”—the farm accounts.

“Now you have to bring him home,” she said, and tears rolled down her face. “Ben? Ben?”

Mother didn’t cry; she wasn’t that kind of woman. And I don’t think I’d ever had the thought of what she might look like if she wept. I know, however, that I wouldn’t have expected the sheets of water that I now saw, the helpless crumple.

“We. Have. No. Money,” she said.

“What?”

“Gone,” she said.

“Where?”

“Hundreds. Over months and months. Hundreds—and thousands.”

Like God handing Moses the Ten Commandments, she gave me the Big Ledger. For months, my father had been writing checks, all payable to “Cash,” and he—or somebody—had been drawing the money from the bank.

“But you keep the accounts?” I said.

“I only keep track of what we earn and sell; your father does the banking, he writes the checks—I have no permission.”

And I knew this to be true; not for decades afterward were Irishwomen allowed bank accounts without the written permission of their husbands, and many, including Mother, didn’t bother.

She sat now and said, “You have to bring him back. Ben, you have to.”

It was—and remains so in my memory—an awful moment.
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She came to my room with me after breakfast and we planned my clothing. With a notebook and a pencil, making lists of things I’d need, she sat on the bed and fought with herself to give out an aura of calm. Never had I encountered such worry, and it cut into me. This, what an irony, needed my father—he alone could cope with her. She talked as though steam-driven.

“Every time you see him—and there will be a number of times, because I don’t expect him to say yes immediately—I want you to look your best.”

But I had my feelings too, and they burst out.

“Mother, I’m too young for this.”

“I wonder if I should give you some clothes for him. But of course he won’t need them if he comes home with you.”

It’s so difficult for an only child to be his real age. My parents treated me as almost an equal. And I looked mature quite early; I’d grown fast and I had broad shoulders. Inside me, however, at that moment, I was no older than twelve.

“What is your job?” Mother asked me.

She’d coached me, and I had to say, “I am in search. Of my father. To bring him home.”

“What is your job?” Mother asked me again.

And I had to repeat it. “I’m in search of my father and I have to bring him home.”

At ten o’clock in the morning I drove out through our gates. She said that she would expect me that night or the following night, but certainly no later than Friday, “with your father in tow,” as she put it.

This gave me a picture of walking into our house, holding my father’s hand, dragging him along behind me. Yes, very likely, I thought.

My first destination had to be Cashel, to ask where the traveling show had gone since Sunday. It took me three hours to find anybody connected to the hall, and the man with no teeth who had been on the door on Sunday night told me that the show had gone to Mitchelstown for two nights. Then he told me that it was coming back to Cashel “in a few weeks.”

This delighted me and I drove the few miles home again to tell Mother.

“Now,” I said, “we can wait. And we’ll both go and talk to him.”

“No,” she said. “No.”

Off I went again.

At five o’clock in the afternoon, the sky over Mitchelstown had begun to darken. On wet roads, the brakes slipped a little down the hills. Obeying Mother’s orders, I found a bed-and-breakfast place, and a woman with warts on her hands asked whether my parents would be staying too.

It occurred to me to inquire whether other people had booked in; a cattleman from up north was staying, she said, and a couple back from England visiting the wife’s family. But no traveling actors.

“We’d never let them in,” said the woman. “They’re rakes, they’ve no morals, and they run off without paying.”

She might as well have pinched my skin. Was this what my father had joined?

I paid in advance, she said no more, and I went to the room. It felt strange and not at all as good as home; I had never stayed away by myself before.
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The show didn’t even have a curtain in Mitchelstown; while setting up for the performance they blocked off the audience’s view with a pile of chairs.

As to the acts they presented, nothing much had changed since Cashel on Sunday night. We still had Michael and his somersaults; we still had The Merchant of Venice. I trembled as I sat there, afraid that my father would somehow appear onstage. That, to use a well-plied word of Mother’s, would have been “mortifying.” But he didn’t.

One thing had changed—Blarney, Venetia Kelly’s ventriloquism doll, had a new script. Tonight he made what he called “a political speech.”

“Ladies and gentlemen and citizens of Mitchelstown.” He paused. “D’you get that? Ladies. And gentlemen. And citizens of Mitchelstown.”

The audience laughed obediently at the insult.

“You’ll all be voting for blarney, won’t you? Oh, you will. You’ll be voting for all kinds of blarney. Isn’t that what you voted for before? For the last four elections you voted for blarney. And you got it. But I’m giving you a chance to vote for the real thing—the real Blarney. And I’ll be elected. And do you know why I’ll be elected? Because I’m very promising. Blarney’s the name, Blarney’s the game.”

The audience lapped it up. I laughed too—but he made me shudder, with his carved cheeks and the lewd red scar of his wooden mouth, and most of all the way he sat on Venetia Kelly’s knee, leered up at her, and then leered out at the audience.

Not yet did I begin to think of her as the voice behind Blarney; not yet did I begin to discern the layers of cleverness and quiet rebellion and truth-telling that lay beneath her ventriloquism. For the moment I took Blarney almost as a real living person. And so, it seemed, did everybody else.

After the show—and this had also happened in Cashel—the audience left the hall slowly. They chatted to one another in the rows of chairs; they sauntered out, sure sign of a good experience. I dawdled, putting off the difficult hour. The night air hit me like a wet sheet; my heart climbed up my body and into my mouth.

Again the tall rectangle of light from an open door; again the flashed image of the two women from some nights ago.

Men stood in that doorway; Michael, the semi-naked acrobat, leaned there, smoking a cigarette, which he held between his ring finger and his pinkie. He looked at me as a cat looks at a dog, wary and yet dismissive. The man with no neck peered ’round Michael, looked me up and down, gave a little whistle, and saluted me as though I were a soldier. They both stepped back into the hall, and one of them closed the door.

I moved away and waited. Twenty yards from the hall I paced, back and forth, like an anxious young policeman, swinging my arms against the cold air; it was so dank.

In about fifteen minutes my father came out alone. Straightaway, he saw me. I moved toward him and he froze. He held his palms out flat in front of him as a man might ward off a bear. I opened my mouth to speak—but no words did I have. With the backs of both hands, he flapped a gesture at me that said, “Go away, go away”—not a harsh dismissal, a frightened one, and he stepped backward.

Michael the acrobat arrived, looked at the scene, and took my father’s arm. The two of them stepped a wide arc around me and walked down the street into a pub.

I followed, my heart wincing. If I could have clutched his arm, his leg, his coat, hung on to him somehow—I would have done so. At the door of the pub I lost my nerve and the failure clashed with my concern for him. The concern won. I thought, Next time, I’ll bring some warm clothes for him, and his gloves. He looks as though he’s cold.
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Now—in order to rest from that painful moment, which still wounds me, here’s an Important, if Short, Digression. I’ve already made the point that there’s an argument linking the emotions in my parents to the hubbub and hurly-burly of the country. At this point in my story, it all becomes intertwined. So I need to step back a little, and give the context, a nutshell of Irish politics.

Except for some lingering skirmishes, and some dreadful incidents, the Irish Civil War came to an end effectively in the summer of 1923. I, though still a child, knew enough to feel relief.

For my family it had so often been local. In one incident, four anti-treaty men—“Irregulars” they were called—abducted a man from the village, a young soldier in the new, official army, and took him to a shed in our fields. They’d begun to torture him with razor blades when Billy Moloney heard the screams, ran out there, and stopped them. He brought the soldier up to the house, and my father took the man to the doctor to have the long slashes on his legs bandaged. I well recall the appalled look on Mother’s face.

Politically, we’d all had almost a decade to settle down since the last shot was fired. After the treaty of 1921, the same two broad factions, divided and bitter, had remained: those conservatives who still favored the treaty, which partitioned the country, and the republicans, who wanted England’s boots off every scrap of Irish soil. To this day the ideological descendants of these opposing sides in the Civil War face each other in the Irish Parliament. Although much has mutated since then, bitter feelings continued for a long time.

It’s not surprising that the divide continued; Irish memory is a long thing, as elaborate as a comet, and with as many tails and trails and glowing flares. What interests me, though, is how the politics of my time also identified, and indeed defined, a cultural divide.

Those who wanted the treaty tended to come from merchant and urban societies, people with second- and third-level education, professionals, old money, of “good” families. In the 1922 general election, led by a gentleman named William Cosgrave, they’d gained the first power of the new Irish state. Mr. Cosgrave had fought in the Easter Rising of 1916, enabling him to say that he had as much right to be called “patriot” as any man. He and his colleagues had accepted the treaty because they felt that was the best they’d get, that England would never sell the million and more Protestants into a predominantly Catholic united Ireland. By 1932, they’d been the largest party in no fewer than four elections, and in order to govern they’d formed coalitions with smaller parties, and could also rely on some maverick independents.

By law there has to be a general election in Ireland every five years, although an election can be called by the prime minister inside that period, or the government can fall at any moment if it can’t get the numbers to fight off a vote of “no confidence.” Our last election had been in 1927 and another had long been expected.

The government’s opponents, the republicans, were led by a more famous 1916 warrior, Eamon de Valera, who, all his life, wanted Ireland united, and hated settling for anything short of that. His followers came mainly from the fields and the hills, farmers, farm laborers, men of the earth, and, unable for ten years to win enough votes to become the largest party, they sat on the back benches and smoldered.

Embers, if not doused, can catch fire again. And they did. In the rural parishes like ours, in the villages and country towns, with their pubs and chattering street corners, in the summer meadows by the riverbanks, on the mountainsides and along the lanes, at morning creameries with their lines of carts, during afternoon harvests, on long Sunday after-church talk with pipes and tobacco, republican passion, stoked by Mr. de Valera and a number of fiery henchmen, built and built. They called themselves the “Warriors of Destiny,” and by the winter of 1931, nobody, friend or foe, was immune to their fervor.

That’s my nutshell—a nutshell that any day, we felt, could once more fill up with blood. Today, I liken the tension in the country at that time to those photographs of cities at night, when the camera’s flash turns the neon into streaks and colored streamers. No wonder we all went a little mad.

On the night my father and I had gone to Cashel, Sunday, 31 January 1932, we discussed in the car how the Parliament had been dissolved the previous day. And on Monday morning, after he had gone, I sat at breakfast, as I’ve said, and opened his newspaper. The election campaign had well and truly begun.

In those days, the front page never carried news, only advertisements and some legal and public notices. The thrust of the paper came inside, and that Monday morning the headlines on page eight shouted about Mr. Cosgrave’s “whirlwind tour,” and his “enthusiastic welcomes escorted by motors,” and his “big audiences.”

We took the Irish Independent daily, largely because it had the biggest circulation and therefore the widest coverage, and—not insignificant—because it sided with the government, the pro-treaty faction. This gave my father reason to hate the newspaper, and disagree with everything it said, and though not a hate-filled man, nor disagreeable, he liked to have something to loathe.

I remember hoping that he read a paper that morning. How he’d have bridled at Mr. Cosgrave saying, “We are against Russian methods here. We are against Communism. The State will not submit to either Russianism or Communism.”

My father’s voice echoed across the breakfast table in my mind, “Nobody-nobody-nobody’s asking him to. Who ever remarked it but himself, the old goose?”

I found no mention that day of Blarney’s entry into the election campaign; perhaps the news hadn’t yet traveled the hundred miles from Cashel to Dublin. Having looked for all the things my father would have read aloud to us—especially the weather forecast, with its anti-cyclones and “this-this-this is tricky; troughs of low pressure over Norway”—I did find a snippet on another page that gave me an acute pang, because it was just the sort of item my father relished.

The “Social and Personal” column reported that “King Boris the Third of Bulgaria is 38.” That would have sent my father off about the place singing in his cracked voice, “Happy birthday to you, Happy birthday to you, Happy birthday, dear King Boris the Third of Bulgaria, Happy birthday to you.”

Election turmoil, then, was the background against which I had gone out into the Irish countryside to find my suddenly wayward father. The arguments wouldn’t change, with the Cosgrave government attempting to paint the de Valera people as gunmen and Communists, and the republicans retorting with their pressure, telling us to stop being puppets dangling from England’s strings.

When my father walked away from me that night, I left Mitchelstown. Took my clothes from that flophouse and left. Deep hurt to confusion to anger—everybody knows that path. Against Mother’s wishes, I drove home. In the kitchen I broke a glass because I gripped it too hard; blood and milk everywhere.

Mother had heard me arrive. Not expecting me, yet expecting me with terrifying hope, she assumed that if I’d come home, he had come too. When I walked into the kitchen and she saw that he wasn’t with me, her anticipation turned to rage. Two of us—enraged, on fire. She shouted at me, Mother who never raised her voice.

“Oh, God, why can’t you do as I ask? Why? Why? Did you ask him? Did you ask him to come home? You didn’t, did you?”

That’s when I squeezed the glass.

“He waved me away.”

“Did you talk to him, did you?”

“There were people.”

“You didn’t ask him, did you?”

I dropped the broken glass and threw my arms up. Mother frenzied; she came around the table and caught my shoulder.

“How was he looking? Was his shirt dirty?”

“Mother, it was dark.”

“But did he look as if he was all right?”

The upshot? I was sent out next day with new marching orders: Stay near him. Follow wherever he goes. And don’t come home without him.
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I’ll never forget that first period of pursuit, that awful rough, damp time of February days, bad food and worse beds, cold journeys, hours of waiting outside decrepit halls and shabby pubs. Worst of all was the nonstop sense of pain and failure. I’d have given anything to be somebody else—or at least to be somewhere else. How could I succeed? You see, I still lived according to a boy’s fast, racing imagination, an adolescent’s need to be in the other world, the existence that has nothing to do yet with Life or Reality. I still hoped that I’d one day learn to fly, and swoop down on our yard, back from some foreign place where great birds as black as malice sat on stones high above the sandy desert. I still hoped that I’d one day go to some warrior school and learn swordcraft, and then stride through my own country, dealing out justice and avenging wrongs.

On good days, I sometimes consider that horrid task the greatest compliment I’ve ever been paid. Mother kept on saying that she knew I was up to it, and I can see now that, even at the age of eighteen, I knew things. Epic things. Mysterious things. I don’t know how I came to know and understand them—all that solitude as a boy, I suppose.

Was that how I came to grasp while still a schoolboy that my own country was in an epic moment? It had all the trappings, plus something that all epics need—a mysterious giant. He was the tallest man in politics, an epic figure if ever there were one, the difficult, opinion-splitting Eamon de Valera. Bear with me while I give you his background; you’re about to see him up close.

God, monster, or both, Eamon de Valera dominated the country. He’d raised his image with care—the scholar-warrior, the soldier-intellectual.

Control is the essence of power. De Valera measured every step he took, pondered every word he spoke. He allowed a brief pause before he answered a question. He had a frown as deep as the silence of Buddha. He stood head and shoulders above most people; it was said that his closest allies were chosen from men no more than five feet ten inches tall, so that his six feet and several inches could seem further heightened.

They were the men who also nurtured his mythology. They called him “Dev,” but never to his face: They addressed him as “Chief” even before he won office. They said he understood the theory of relativity. They whispered that he had, in his soldier days, a beautiful and rich mistress from the upper reaches of his enemies, the English aristocracy.

An entire mythology surrounded his birth. I’ve heard many versions, and depending on who told me the story, they ranged from immaculate conception to the whore with the heart of gold.

One man swore to me, “Dev is the child of a Protestant mathematics genius from New England and a wild, beautiful dancer from Mexico.” Another man in the group said, “No, no—he was born in a Florida cathouse.”

Here’s the version that my father told me.

Edward—originally George—de Valera was the child of a girl from Bruree, a wooded part of County Limerick. Catherine or Kate Coll went into the service of an Episcopalian or Anglican clergyman down in the southwest of Ireland, and fell pregnant to the son of the house. To evade scandal the clergyman and his wife paid Kate’s passage to New York.

Onboard ship, as her condition became more and more noticeable, the captain told her that without a named father for her child she wouldn’t get into the United States.

He, as ship captains are empowered to do, entered her into a marriage of convenience. On deck on a sunny morning, a day out from the Hudson, Kate Coll married a Spanish gentleman by name of Juan Vivión de Valeros. He’s recorded in the birth details an “artist;” some people insist that he was a sailor on the crew of the ship.

The child was born in New York some weeks later, registered on 10 November 1882 at a foundling home in midtown Manhattan. Senõr de Valeros is said to have died. The mother, who was to remarry a gentleman named Wheelwright, had no place in her new life for her barely legitimate son. She sent him back to County Limerick to be raised by her relatives.

That’s the story as I’ve pieced it together, and some of it at least must be true, because it’s a fact of history that in 1916 Mr. de Valera had been able to prove to the British military authorities that he was American-born, and that’s why he wasn’t executed with the other rebel leaders.

When the 1921 treaty was signed, Mr. de Valera used his fierce opposition to it as his power base. But half the country’s population blamed him for the civil war that broke out.

His standing took another hammering when his former rebel ally and now chief rival, Michael Collins, the new nation’s army chief, and the country’s unequivocally beloved hero, died in an ambush. Dev’s enemies said that if he didn’t pull the trigger himself, he knew it was going to be pulled, and he could have stopped it. He could have issued an order to his men decreeing the absolute exemption of Collins from all and any assassination threats.

My father, a fair-minded man in his conscious thoughts, worshipped Collins—yet he voted for Dev. He said that the Civil War and the death of Collins left Dev no place to go except deeper into a stance for the unity of Ireland. If Dev diluted his position, then the voices asking why Collins had needed to die would have forced Dev out of politics completely.

As it was, Dev’s republican, united-Ireland stance cost him four elections and threatened to keep him out of power for all time. He, however, drove on, drawing huge crowds every time he made a speech. Soon, as he built his legend, the rural Irish people saw him as almost a mystic, as a leader whom they would follow over a cliff.

Year by year, that power built up, and it cut both ways. Those who loved him would die for him—and many did. Those who hated him wanted to kill “the Long Fellow,” as they called him. In fact, were Dev to look like winning this election, said the rumors, the sitting government would stage an armed coup to keep him from getting power.

And thus I, while searching for my father, came to observe a living myth at first hand, and in time drew him into my life.
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Never have I seen rain come down so vertically. It leaked into the car as I drove; when I halted under a tree, the wind blew the branches so hard that the rain tipped down on the roof in slews and slobs. I thought about turning back—until I imagined Mother’s face when I arrived home alone.

The show was advertised to appear in Kilmallock that night. Blarney’s candidacy had by now made all the newspaper headlines—IT’S ALL BLARNEY ANYWAY and HOW APPROPRIATE and ANOTHER DUMMY IN THE RACE. A big crowd would surely turn up—but there was an even greater attraction. The town was about to see a larger audience than any hall in the county could hold, thousands of people. Driving rain wasn’t going to stop them.

By the time I reached the outskirts of Kilmallock, the windshield had misted over on the inside; rain washed diagonally across the glass outside. I could scarcely see, nor could I peer out of the side window and look ahead. My speed came down to about five miles an hour; a donkey could have passed me.

I asked a man sheltering in a doorway where the traveling show was to be.

He said, “’twon’t be ’til very late—the Long Fella is giving a speech here.”

“In the town?” I’d been so preoccupied I hadn’t noticed.

“I hope he gets pneumonia.”

I said, “Well, we have the weather for it,” and drove on.

The Chief was known to let nothing stop him. Were the weather to turn biblical, the rally would still go ahead—his crowds were already on the march. By arriving so early I secured a place front and center. My eyes would be level with the speakers’ feet. Above me, I’d get the closest view of their faces. Looking behind me, I’d be able to see the entourage approach.

Also, in this position I’d be able to turn to see the heckling when it started—if it started. Mr. de Valera represented the biggest prize among all the election hecklers, but his henchmen had a robust attitude toward interruptions.

The crowd thickened early and soon began to press around me. My raincoat and sou’wester hat proved equal to the weather and I stayed dry as flour. Judging from the pressing forward, the crowd was going to get even bigger than expected. I held firm, my hands against the backs of the barricade. A man behind me said, “Pity you’re not a girl I’m that close to you.”

Within minutes I saw a familiar face—my uncle Denny, married to my father’s sister. We often visited their house; my father and my aunt had a close and friendly relationship, and my father dearly liked his brother-in-law. That night I knew I mustn’t meet him; Mother had warned me to avoid all contact with everybody we knew: “Don’t talk to anybody until your father comes home again.”

Which meant I had to slink around the countryside like a spy. But from the depths of the crowd and muffled in my raingear, I could look at my uncle without him seeing me—and I didn’t like what I saw.

This decent, happy man had changed for the worse. Always round and jolly, he now sagged, gray in the face and with a lonely air. His coat hung from his shoulders like an empty sail, and he stared ahead, unseeing and alone. That told me how ill he was, this famously gregarious host, who kept a most genial public house at the far end of the street.

I looked away and looked back again, to confirm my first impression. The second look gave me a worse result, and I wondered if my father had seen him lately. This could help me; this could draw my father back into the fold.

But I didn’t have time to dwell on it. A moment later I felt a sudden surge of pressure at my back as newcomers piled forward. A chatter sprinkled though the crowd, a buzz of fever.

“He’s here,” said voices around me, rising in excitement. “He’s here.”

I heard pipe music and I turned around.

In the distance of the dark night, down the hill of Sarsfield Street, which had been kept empty, a wide and long rectangle of lights moved forward at a steady pace. These were lines of men holding up pitchforks, on which sat flaming bricks of gasoline-soaked peat. I counted ten men across and twenty deep. Under the poor street lighting, they marched in slow step, a triumphal and stately advance guard. Their flames soared and flickered up into the night, lighting their faces, and those faces were as rustic as the burning peat, and as fierce as the fire they carried.

Many yards behind them, in a wide open space all to himself, stepped a piper, with a set of bagpipes as big as a sheep. He played one of those Irish tunes that are called a “march,” but they’re a slow march, and they stir the blood with their deliberate power.

Behind the piper marched twelve more torchbearers, six on either side of a great white horse. On the horse rode a tall man wrapped in a massive black cloak. Dev had arrived, the Chief, the leader of the “Soldiers of the Legion of the Rearguard,” as the republicans now called themselves, the Warriors of Destiny. This was politics as theater—and how we loved it.

The site of the speech had also been chosen for dramatic reasons—the medieval stone arch at the foot of the hill. Under its ancient curve sat a truck whose wooden flatbed had been set with chairs. The torchbearers arrived at the arch and formed two columns of honor guard; within moments the campaign team arrived. Six men ascended the platform by a short wooden ladder, and stood, three by three, to face the crowd.

And then came the seventh man, the One. Sedate and competent, he slid from his horse and walked a slow pace forward. The round spectacles on a beaked nose glinted in the light. With a steady climb he ascended to the truck flatbed and stepped forward for the crowd to see him. Had I been standing farther back I’d have seen how he’d arranged for the arch to frame him. The crowd began to applaud—and then to cheer, and to cheer, and to cheer. Eamon de Valera bowed with a swirl of his wide black cloak, looked behind him to find his chair, and sat down.

The early speakers had little to say: land sales, dairy prices, and a hot national potato—wage increases for the police. Their warm-up act didn’t last long, and then the Chief stood up.

He pushed back the hood of his cloak and stood bare-headed, so far forward from under the arch’s edge that the rain poured down his long face. He would be fifty the coming October, and he looked older than the mountains. The great black cloak stayed wrapped around him; the glass circles of his spectacles shone. His head turned like a lighthouse, for five, ten, fifteen seconds, scanning the crowd, giving them his beam. Then he threw open the cloak, held out his long white hands, and pronounced, “My beloved people.”

Everything about him—the torchbearers, the white horse (or was it winged Pegasus?), the black cloak, the defiance of the elements: mythic. Even as I watched, he seemed to grow taller.

And the voice completed the fabled presence—a wide, rich accent, with a growl when needed, and above all a clarity. Though he seemed never to enunciate, you could hear every word he spoke. He’d been a teacher, I knew; and his experience of a classroom’s authority had translated itself upward to the political stage. This man stood there as if rooted—unassailable and fierce. As Large Lily would have said, “He was like something you’d write away for.”

The content of de Valera’s speech took second place to its form; the meaning of his words mattered less than the impression. At first he didn’t seem a spectacular orator—little fire, less brimstone; but as his speech continued I began to feel hypnotized.

Remember—I wasn’t there to fall under anybody’s spell. Yet I found myself unable to stay outside this experience, to watch as a mere observer. Whether I liked it or not, I was being drawn into the mood of the night.

Epic? Yes—without question, especially to somebody like me, who even at that age was drawn to the legendary and the fabled. Here, though, wasn’t I watching that most dangerous of things—a myth being deliberately built? Of course I was! Politics has always reached for whatever it can to secure the hearts and minds of the voters—promises, theatrics, blandishments, snake oil.

It’s to my credit and discredit that I went along with it—and perhaps as a boy of eighteen I should have done. I felt the crowd’s excitement. I looked up at this man and was awe-stricken. I saw the weather of Ireland on him, the rain falling on his head and flowing down his face, and I felt that he was part of those elements, that he was in some way from the gods.

That’s what he wanted me to feel, I know. And yes, he did grow taller as his speech went on, but it was a rising to the occasion that lifted him higher. And the cadences of his voice grew warmer, but it was the warmth of fire. And he became more reassuring, but it was the reassurance of a man who felt that he was about to be confirmed as the most powerful figure in the land.

“Since we got our freedom,” he intoned, “the freedom we struggled for, the freedom we roamed the mountains and hills fighting for, the freedom we spilled our blood for. Since we got that freedom, we have been seeing the beginnings of a new slavery. Taxation. The government has paid its members and its friends handsomely. Taxation. Out of our money. Taxation. They drive big cars. Taxation. They live in fine houses. Taxation. What has happened to freedom? Taxation. What have they done to man’s most precious possession, the gift of liberty? Taxation.”

Not once did he wipe the rain from his face. Not once did he flinch as a fresh February squall swept over him. Not once did he falter, hesitate, stumble, or halt.

And I doubt that any of his three thousand listeners flinched either—I certainly never wiped my face. I stood directly beneath him and next day I had a crick in my neck, because I’d never once ceased to look up at him. If that’s not a mesmeric effect, what is?

The words he spoke told us nothing new. We were a proud nation, with an ancient history; we had the resources and the international friendships to go it alone; we deserved our total independence, but we wouldn’t have that independence until all the vestiges of a foreign power had been expelled from our rich and storied island.

He’d said it all before; he’d say it all again; this was a man who rode to power on the white horse of his own vision. And made us see that white horse too, and wish we owned it.
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Mr. de Valera didn’t stay for the adulation; he’d have been there all night. He turned away, descended, didn’t look right or left, didn’t shake hands—and vanished into the dark of Sarsfield Street. I saw the hawk face in profile one last time and it wasn’t made of flesh, it was carved from stone.

Somebody near me asked, “How long was the speech?”

A few voices answered, “Just over the hour.”

In the rain, on a cold evening, this man as aloof as a hermit had made us forget for sixty minutes where we were, and made us think only of where we might go. Under his leadership—and he said so—we could go anywhere, be anything, be free.

The crowd began to thin out, and I looked across to see my uncle Denny. He didn’t move when the others did; he stood there, silent, head bowed, rain dripping from his hat. His hand rested on a lamppost—I soon realized that he needed its support. He looked dreadfully ill, and it wasn’t just the peculiar light from the lamp above his head. I waited until he began to walk, and then I followed him to make sure that he reached his home or someplace that looked safe.

He could have taken a number of shortcuts, but he stayed on the same long, climbing street. I saw him clearly all the way, ten yards ahead. He walked very slowly. Many people hurried past him; nobody stopped him to greet, to talk. They say that when a man knows he’s going to die, he’ll let nobody recognize him.

With me now twenty yards or so behind, my uncle reached his house, climbed the steps, and paused. He was so weak, trembling and shaking his head. At last he opened the door to his house and went in, slow as a funeral. I never saw him again.
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“My beloved people,” began another political speech that night, “I love you because you’re going to vote for me. Since we got our freedom, the freedom we hid under the beds for, the freedom we ran away for, the freedom we spilled other people’s blood for—since we got that freedom, we’re slaves. But I want you to be my slaves. I want you to stop paying your taxes to the government and pay them to me. I want a big car out of your money. I want to buy myself a fine house out of your money. That’s what your money can do for me. That’s why I want you to vote for me—I want you to elect me as the best man to take your money. I’ll buy a bigger car than anyone. I’ll buy a better house than anyone.”

You can probably guess who the speaker was—but I hadn’t a hope of getting into the hall. It seemed as though de Valera’s entire audience had simply turned around and gone to hear Blarney.

In front of the doors they milled about like bees at a hive. Many snuck down each side to see if they could get in at the back, but the single rear entrance had been firmly bolted. The big van and the two cars that the show used stood nearby, also locked and protected, with planks leaning against and all around them.

Eventually, one of the wide front doors opened a crack, and a man I had never seen before slipped out and faced us. He closed the door behind him, stood with his back to it, and made an announcement in a strong English accent; he had long greasy hair tied in a ponytail.

“Ladies and gentlemen. My name is Crawford.” Though he said Cwawfod. “I’m a member of the company and I want to help as many of you to see the show as we can fit into the hall. Now we’ve assessed the accommodation, and first of all we want you to form a nice orderly queue, two people side by side in a long line.”

The people of County Limerick did as Cwawfod asked. It took perhaps five or six minutes, with much good-natured shoving and jostling, and then Cwawfod went down the line, counting. Nobody knew whether they’d get in—until he bisected the queue and said, “That’s as many as we can fit. I’m so sowwy, ladies and gentlemen.”

Those for whom there hadn’t been enough room went away, somewhat reluctantly but in very good humor. They yelled slogans: “Vote for Blarney” and “Up Blarney.” The others waited until the doors opened, and Cwawfod started taking the money for the tickets. Cwawfod’s eyes, however, were bigger than his belly; many of us were left standing outside the open doors, looking in.

Cwawfod’s face impressed me; he looked worn and tired, a lonely man. Or so I thought. Maybe through Cwawfod I’d get to my father—without telling him who I was.

The rain had ceased; the bitter cold had gone from the night. As I looked in and watched the antics on the stage I could see matters a little more objectively. Without question, this traveling show, which was tawdry in many ways, and awkward and goofy, had some magic ingredient. Why else did the audience respond so wildly?

Venetia Kelly was the magic. I know that now; I’ve known it for a long time. Her presence infused each show, she lifted it above what it seemed to be. That night, she was dressed neck to toe in a long crimson gown that folded about her as though she were a Roman empress. She again spoke a long passage of verse, not from The Rime of the Ancient Mariner, but from Tennyson’s poem about the death of King Arthur—also a school text.

The silence indoors enfolded us outside; a cough would have echoed around the hills. My eyes never left her. I stood straighter as she came to the moment when the truth is told, when the knight of the Round Table, Sir Bedivere, hurls the sword out into the lake for the third time. He’s been cheating, hiding the sword, not doing as the dying king directed.

Looking to the door, she spoke the line of the arm rising from the lake waters to grasp Excalibur as it whirls through the night sky, a woman’s arm, “Clothed in white samite, mystic, wonderful.”

I shivered; people near me made small murmuring noises. Inside the hall, they closed their eyes in wonder and emotion. And I swear that none of us, inside or out, moved or breathed until she’d reached the fading words “And on the mere the wailing died away.”

She was fourteen years older than me and from a different civilization, another world. My mind, my soul, left that drab patch of scrabby ground in front of the church hall and watched as the three “black-stoled, black-hooded” queens placed the dying King Arthur in the barge, “dark as a funeral scarf from stem to stern,” and took him off to the Heaven of Avalon. Glorious! But—I wanted to be the only one listening to her. With a reluctance that hurt, I began to understand my father’s actions, even if I was being demented by them.

I wondered again that night who chose the order of the show’s program. Directly after the dramatic poem, we had more songs, more tumblings, more chasing of maidens (a barmaid this time), and the flockin’ tuba. And then came the top of the bill. This time he arrived onstage with Venetia Kelly; she pushed him in a perambulator, and then lifted him out and held him on her knee as she sat on a high stool.

He told jokes again.

“D’you want to hear about my friend MacInerney?”

“Yes, Blarney.”

“My friend MacInerney—he had a dog that everyone in the pub knew. For years and years, here comes MacInerney, here comes the dog. Then one day MacInerney arrives into the pub by himself. Alone.

“‘Hah, where’s the dog?’ says the barman.

“‘Ah, sure I had to put him down,’ says MacInerney.

“‘You had to put him down? Was he mad?’

“‘Well,’ says MacInerney, ‘I can’t say he was too pleased.’”

I recognized it—one of my father’s favorite jokes. Had he provided it? Was he now finding his feet in the land he’d always longed to travel?

Then came the politics. At first the audience seemed unsure; many of them had just heard similar words from Mr. de Valera. As Blarney warmed, however, they tasted the satire and went with it.

“We’re a great country,” he declared. “We can do anything. We can drink all day and sleep all night. We can go to Mass every Sunday, and on Monday morning backbite our next-door neighbor.”

The audience went, “Ooooooooooh!”

He looked at them, this little wooden doll dressed now in a dark suit and a shirt and tie, he looked all around the hall at them, and I could have sworn that his eye had grown malevolent, and his mouth mean.

“And look at how great we are at having children. Put your hands up any man here who has fathered more than six children.”

A small forest of hands rose.

“You see! And we love our children, we love them so much we send them off to England and America. Vote for me and I’ll send them off younger, take ’em off your hands.”

The edge didn’t bother the audience; Blarney brought the house down. When he waved good-bye, he said, “I have to go now—there’s a dirty old donkey waiting for me outside, and a widow with a harmonica, and two fellas with flashlamps to guide me.”

People streamed away, animated, satisfied. I waited, reasoning that somebody would have to close the doors of the hall. As I hoped, it was Cwawfod.

“Yeh?”

“I enjoyed the performance,” I said.

He looked at me suspiciously. “It’s only a woadshow.”

“I like watching acting,” I said.

He softened. “Ahhh,” he said, wistful as a girl. “You stagestwuck?”

“Would you like a drink?” I asked, almost saying “dwink.”

We walked together like old friends to the first pub we could find. He wore pants so tight I could see the muscles in his legs. The success of the evening had tinged him—he glowed a rose color.

“It’s wonderful being part of a box-office success,” he said. Two vans, some curtains, a singing acrobat, a tuba player with asthma, and a wooden dummy—and Cwawfod said fondly, “Bwoadway’s where you find it.”

The pub proved as thronged as the show. We forced a way in; Cwawfod was recognized from his performance with the tickets at the door, and they hailed him as a star. I bought him no drink, never got the chance; the adherents of Kilmallock buried him in liquor—pints, short whiskies, rum, gin—and Cwawfod downed them all like a drinking machine.

A moment came when I could ask him a question.

“Where’s everybody else?”

“You gonna follow us? You can come with me in the wagon.”

“Do you get new people often? I mean, could I join the show?”

“Oho, that could be twouble, mate. Geezer just joined us, ’arry’s his name, and now he’s gone, vanished.”

“What did he do, get tired and go home?”

“No, mate, vewy mystewious. He’s gone. Into thin air. Disappeared. We’re askin’ no questions.”

Before I could press him, and as a cold tide flowed down my spine, some farmer grabbed him, and soon Cwawfod was telling them about his “gweat woles” in the West End of London.

Cwawfod dismissed me—simple as that. He next found a lady, began to chat to her, and waved me off. Her name was Philomena and he exulted (mystifying to me in those days), “Oh, I’m going to have my Phil.”

The chill of it, the bewildering confusion. What had he told me—that my father had disappeared? Disappeared? In obviously strange circumstances? Should I go to the police?

There’s a noise I make to myself, a sort of “nnnngg” sound, when I’m frightened, and I heard it now. In that crowded pub I began to make that sound—so I fled to the street, the wet, shining street, and heard myself in the night go on and on in that whimpering sound.

I don’t recall doing it, but I went to the car, started it, and drove out of that town. Nor did I recall parking it sometime later in a woodland lane, off the road and out of sight, and going to sleep. Yet somewhere along the road between Kilmallock and our home at Goldenfields, I went to sleep in the car. When I awoke I knew that I’d been dreaming of the strange hawklike face of Eamon de Valera, and of a white-sleeved arm reaching up from a dark lake. I believe that I slept for no more than an hour. I hadn’t eaten, and in the deeps of the night, panic dropped a rock on my chest and woke me up.
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Where—and how—do you begin to search for a missing parent? I huddled in the car, in my coat, not able to see a thing in the dark. The trees took their turn at raining; each drip from a bough hit the roof of the car like a hammer. It seems to me that I waited—for what, I can’t say. Perhaps for the morning light, because it certainly knocked some sense into me. Though now thoroughly frightened, I sat, and thought, and compiled in my head a little calendar of events. It’s how I regroup my life to this day.

Friday, 29 January 1932: In Dublin, a hundred miles away, the Dáil (pronounced daw-il, it means “parliament” or “forum”) is dissolved.

Saturday, 30 January: We hear the news and are delighted that a general election will be held; we hope the government will be thrown out of office. My father goes about the place chanting, “The conduct of public affairs for private advantage.”

Sunday, 31 January: Missy Casey and her Valentine card to herself. Frost between my parents. My father and I discuss the election as we drive to see Venetia Kelly’s Traveling Show in Cashel. He decides he’s not coming home. I go back alone.

Monday, 1 February: I break the news to Mother. She asks me to pursue my father and fetch him home. I refuse.

Tuesday, 2 February: I refuse again.

Wednesday, 3 February: I refuse a third time, until Mother discovers that all our money is missing. I set off to pick up the trail, discover they’re coming back to Cashel, and try to get out of it all that way. Mother dismisses my argument that we should wait and see.

Thursday, 4 February: I go to Mitchelstown, see my father, but never get to have a word with him. I go back home and Mother shouts at me.

Friday, 5 February: They play Doneraile; my father ignores and evades me.

Saturday, 6 February: They play Buttevant; again, my father won’t speak to me.

(Unimportant and Very Brief Digression: The first steeplechase in the world is alleged to have been run from the church steeple of Doneraile to the church steeple of Buttevant and back again in 1752; hence the term “point-to-point.”)

Sunday, 7 February: Kilmallock and de Valera’s rally, and Cwawfod; I don’t see my father; he doesn’t come out of the hall. He has, I’m told, vanished into thin air.

Afraid to go home empty-handed again, I sleep in the car, wake up lonely and cold, and find myself more or less in shock.

Now I had to go home—what else could I do? The news not only shocked Mother, it reduced her. In front of my eyes she aged. She sat down and stared at me—just stared into my eyes, diminished in the space of minutes. Was it fear that had darkened her own eyes? Or, if the eyes are the windows of the soul, had her soul just left her body?

I had to speak. “Mother, you don’t think he’s dead, do you?”

“It’s worse than that.” Her voice had become as dull as a slack drum.

“What should I do?”

She didn’t answer.

“Should we be making inquiries?”

Not a word came back—nothing but defeated silence. I had the bizarre thought Is this how soldiers are when they lose a battle?

“Mother, if … if there was something I knew to do …”

I sat down beside her. The trap, as I could see, was constructed of discretion and scandal; whom could I ask at all?

When a wind fills my sails, I go where it takes me—and often with some force. And I’ve been doing it since that morning. I eased myself from Mother’s beaten and mute presence and tore into the kitchen.

Under Lily’s amazed eyes, I grabbed food of all kinds, slammed it into boxes and bags. Upstairs, I took extra clothes, spare boots and shoes. I raided my own cashbox; I rarely spent money and had several hundred stashed away. From the yard I hauled a five-gallon carboy to fill with gasoline and carry as a spare. Moving silently and with enraged speed, I stowed the car until I figured that I had enough provisions to last me weeks.

Dashing back into the kitchen, I wrote a note—Dear Mother, I’ll find him—and drove away faster than a rocket. I had a week and one day before my job in the village on polling day.

Five miles along, the steam went out of me. I pulled the car over to the side of the road by an old stone quarry, and climbed out. I had no plan. Where in God’s name could I begin to look? Not the police. Nor did the show know where he was. And I didn’t want to ask them. Had he left the country? If he’d gone from the area, then there was no point in looking for him.

We have limestone as our bedrock; it gives the horses good bones. Staring at the winter-gray striations and white rock faces in that old limestone quarry gave me nothing back but misery. Sometimes out of misery—because you have to climb out of it—ideas come.

So I reckoned that since he’d run away to join the circus, he’d likely stay somewhere within the orbit of the circus. Why would he distance himself from the people he had just so passionately joined?

Unless he’d had a row with one of them, which was the only reason I could think of for his disappearance. Cwawfod’s “mysterious” reference would suggest some difficulty, wouldn’t it? And if so, my father’s habit was to let things cool down and then reenter. That gave me the first idea of a plan.

Second, I began to put together the things my father liked to do. He liked to socialize and had a lot of friends, including some who would probably ask no questions if he dropped in and asked for a bed for the night. At this thought, some comfort enrobed me—until the next consideration hit me like a chisel to the chest.

What if he’d fallen ill? What if they’d taken him to some hospital, because they couldn’t cope with him on the road? And, not sure of their responsibility for him, had just left him there? I can tell you now, and it’s useful for you to know this—those were the moments when I learned how to keep panic at bay.

I filled the next several days with extraordinary activity. I behaved like “a red-bottomed bee,” to quote Mother. I roamed all over, and as I did so, a kind of guidance began to emerge, like a finger pointing from the clouds.

Get a map. You couldn’t buy a local map in those days; it had to be a map of the country. In any case maps don’t show which towns have hospitals and which don’t. But I need a map to follow the show. In other words, go looking for him loose and tight, search among hospitals and his friends, and shadow the show every alternate night.

And so my thoughts went; and so my search began. I hopped back into the car and headed for the city of Limerick.

More rain; I half-slipped on the wet steps of Barringtons Hospital. At the booth inside the door I made my inquiry.

“We do,” said the porter. “We do have him. He’s up in the General Ward. Go up the stairs and he’s down the corridor, second last door on the left.”

I went back out and bought a bag of apples from the woman at the stall. She looked at me with pity.

“If he’s dying, apples is no good to him.”

Inside again, I established the “second last door on the left” by finding the last door on the left and turning back. A nurse with a great white bonnet like a sail said, “You don’t look sick at all.”

“I’m looking for Mr. Harry MacCarthy.”

“Thank God! Take him home with you, it’d give us peace and ease. He’s down there, that far bed.”

The relief! The exhaled, gasping relief!

“Is he all right?”

“The leg’ll mend but he won’t.” She answered my puzzled expression by saying, “People are born that way.”

And so he was—Harry MacCarthy, a man with a small face and a shock of vertical black hair. Isn’t there a religion somewhere in which the men grow a topknot so that God can lift them up to Heaven?

“Who are you?” He took sourness to new heights.

I said, “I have the wrong man.”

“Do you smoke?”

I shook my head.

“What use are you, so?”

That wasn’t all he said. If language makes kinship he was Billy Flock’s brother. I said, “What happened to you anyway?”

“Flockin’ pony. Couldn’t jump the flockin’ wire.”

I said, “They have to be trained to jump wire.”

“How the flock would you know?”

“Would you like an apple, Mr. MacCarthy?”

“Ah, flock off with yourself.”

Which I did, my nostrils filled with disinfectant, my heart with disappointment.

The nurse with the great bonnet did me a kindness. I told her I was traveling through, that I’d heard a friend of my father’s was in a hospital in the area; where else might he be? She wrote a list of hospitals and I thanked her.

As I walked away, she said, “And when you find your father, give him an earful for not telling you where he is.”
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I searched every hospital I could find. I met nuns and nurses and patients and porters. At last I took a nun into my confidence; she had an accent thick as a bog and the pointed face of a medieval aristocrat. She told me that they had strict rules about notifying next of kin. My father would have had to tell the hospital whom they should contact.

But if he was unconscious?

“Then we’d find out who he was, and we’d tell the guards and they’d tell the family.”

By the time I had that conversation, at the end of my first day, I’d been to seven hospitals in all, some big, some small, all redeemingly calm. In the Glentworth Hotel, I ate a steak. That night I slept longer than an infant.

I’d ascertained from Cwawfod that the show would play a series of different towns, some one-night stands, some two and some three nights, circling back finally to Cashel after the election. On the map, when you trace those weeks, their travels form two loose circles; I see them now as twin breast-shaped loops.

Here’s another little calendar of events:

Sunday night, 7 February (actually the small hours of Monday morning): I go home; Mother berates me even though she sees that I’m shivering and shaking—and very hungry. I tell her about the disappearance and she folds like a cloth.

Monday, 8 February: I leave the house, mad with intent, I buy a map of Ireland, I stride those hospital corridors, and I’m like a ravening hound, I’m hell-bent on finding him.

Tuesday, 9 February: Early, I arrive in Dromcolloher, find the hall, meet Cwawfod again, give him some food from home, and tack myself onto his coattails. Each night, Cwawfod tells me, they have a full house. On some days they’ve been giving two performances; in Buttevant, they’d given a third—they played it early in the day, because people were flocking to hear Blarney and his political speeches.

They’d have played Dromcolloher three times, Cwawfod said, and packed the house every time, but the priest who controlled the hall hated all theatricals. When he heard of Blarney’s satire on Mr. de Valera’s speech, the priest came down to the hall next morning as they loaded and ranted at them.

In Dromcolloher too, I get myself a room in a bed and breakfast. Cwawfod’s coy about the members of the cast and where they’re staying. I ask about “the man who vanished” and he shakes his head.

That night I can’t bear to go to the show, but I hang around afterward and I see Venetia Kelly and her mother climb into a magnificent car—that’s the only word for it, magnificent—and drive away without a glance toward me. I think about following them but it’s night and they’ll see my lights, and instead I go to the door, but once again they close the door on me, and I hear it being bolted from the inside.

I wait, hiding in a place where I can see what happens next. But nothing happens next; the company is obviously going to sleep in the hall, because at around one o’clock in the morning the last dim light of a candle, lamp, or flashlight goes out and I’m alone in the dark and cold—again. No sign of my father.

Which is when the shadowing of the show began.

Never too far away from me, and often within sight, seen in the distance at the top or bottom of some long hill out in the countryside—that’s how I saw the caravanserai, such as it was, whenever it set forth into the morning air. From town to village we went, the vans led by two cars, packed with people, and I in the distance, behind them.

Slowly, I began to enforce a routine upon myself. I’d follow them to the hall, make sure I could find it again, and then establish a place to stay for the night. Then I’d hang around, peering here and there. Ask questions in the town as to where the people from the traveling show were staying. Inspect each house, each bed-and-breakfast place, and try to guess where my father might be making his bed for the night—that is, if he had come back and I hadn’t been told. You see? I was already suspicious that something was rotten in this particular little state.

In the evening, I’d arrive at least an hour before they were due to begin their show. I’d buy my ticket and sit near the back, looking around me all the time in case my father came into the hall. Then I’d move out before the show ended, go around to the back of the hall, and wait until the performers came out.

This proved the most difficult part. I’m not good at lurking shadily, nor am I easy to hide. Furthermore, I looked very like my father. So there I’d stand, at the back door to some whitewashed, ratty old building, and hear the distant laughter of the audience, still delighted, always chattering, as they walked away. I’d feel lower and lower and then the light would begin to go dim inside the hall, as the company doused the lamps and candles, and turned off the rare electricity.

Night after night I played that scene. And night after night it refused to develop as I wished. In fact, it always played out more or less in exactly the same way.

First of all, the various company people appeared at the back door of the hall. They stood there and debated whether to load the truck that night or wait until the morning. If they were going to another town for accommodation, Cwawfod made them load there and then; if not they often came back in the morning. In either case they stood around, with me a little distance away in half-shadow but within earshot, and waited until “the ladies,” as they called them, appeared.

Much later, I discovered that they’d been told to behave as though I were some strange sort of hanger-on, a pest, a kind of shy Stage-Door Johnnie. Some of them, especially Cwawfod, felt very bad about that when they eventually came to know me.

And finally, the two ladies. Tall and mysterious, they climbed into the wonderful, ghostly car. The ghostly car that never seemed to park anywhere near the hall, the ghostly, ethereal limousine that I couldn’t find in any of those towns.
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It wasn’t going so well, was it? Two days trawling through hospitals, three days pursuing the show, not a trace of my father. He was, among many other things, a stubborn man; if he’d had a row, he could have walked out, and felt too proud to come home. In which case he’d have gone to a house that he knew and where he felt safe. When I thought about that, I knew another world in which to look for him, because my father and his friends had one abiding love in common—horses.

Where I grew up, every pub knew when the local hunt met. In season, which included February, men and women went hunting, sometimes twice, three times a week. My father loved it. Even if we didn’t have a hunter that was ready or right, he borrowed a horse or followed in the car along the small roads.

That week, if he’d gone to a friend’s house, he’d surely be attending a hunt meet in the village of Knockainey. The hunt alone didn’t dictate my choice; ten years earlier, I’d roamed Knockainey with my father. Few places in Ireland have more history. Even the goddess Anne lived there: “Knock” means a hill, and “ainey” means “of Anne.”

We went there more than once—enchanting days, poking at the mounds and peering at the stones. He and I searched the long grass, trying to find the door to the Underworld, my father encouraging me to believe that one day we’d find gold. And we’d stop and stand still, listening for fairy music from beneath the ground. We never heard any—which simply meant, he said, that we hadn’t gone there on a good day for music.

The Scarteens are one of the oldest foxhunts in the world, and my father had often ridden to them. Their history compelled him; the Ryans had owned this pack for centuries. He loved the family’s colorful nature, and told everybody the story of the Requiem Mass.

It was being held for a member of the family lost in the Great War when a man burst into the church and interrupted the ceremony by shouting, “The master is saved, the master is saved!” A guard on the mail train passing nearby had sorted a postcard from a German officer, which said that “Mr. Ryan is taken prisoner but quite well—unwounded.” As the train spooled through countryside near the Ryan household, the guard wrote, The master is saved, on strips of paper, which he then threw out the window of the caboose.

Seventy, maybe eighty people gathered that morning in Knockainey. Only a few wore the red coats, the “hunting pink.” My father never did, so I looked for a man in a tweed jacket and jodhpurs and found plenty, but he wasn’t one of them.

Foxhounds stand tall; they’re friendly dogs. The Scarteen hounds are black and tan in color and it’s a tribute to the affection felt for the hunt that even though they’re known as the Scarteen Black and Tans, they never got confused with the British forces in Ireland during the War of Independence, in their hated black tunics and their khaki pants.

I rode in the hunt that morning. As I stood caressing the hounds’ heads and talking to the whipper-in, and knowing from the way he asked about my family that he hadn’t seen my father and hadn’t heard of our scandal, another man walked over and said, “Aren’t you young MacCarthy?”

He couldn’t ride, he’d hurt his hip; he was a friend of my father’s. The man who was supposed to ride his horse hadn’t turned up, he said, and he wanted the horse to have a good outing before running him in a steeplechase the following week, and he wanted to know if I’d try on the pair of riding trousers he had in the car?

I rode for four hours.

Today, older and more thoughtful, I know why I did it: I was hunting for my father. In some mad fit I thought I might see him. I remember thinking, He might be out there, at the edge of some grove of trees, or standing on top of a hill, and he’ll wave to me as I ride by, and I’ll wheel around and ride back to him, and I’ll steady the horse while he swings up behind me.

Have you ever hunted? On a horse, a big horse? Across fields and over ditches and stone walls? You should try it—not for the pursuit of the fox; I never liked that part, and I always reined back if a kill looked likely. I loved it for the sheer thrill of the ride. I’ll try to describe it to you, because it’ll tell you something about me that will explain—or help you to understand better—some of what’s to come, some of what I did, the nerve I showed.

First of all, a high horse is a big horse. You climb up, and the ground is a long way down, especially if you’re tall. That morning I mounted an animal eighteen hands high, that’s six feet tall at the withers, where the front of the saddle sits, meaning my head was more than twelve feet off the ground. Second, a big horse is a wide horse, and since so much of your work involves talking to the horse with your knees, you have a job of work to do. Third, you don’t know until the horse moves off what kind of mover she is. Lady Limerick, gray and high, was seven years old and had more than a bit of a dancer in her.

But, fourth and finally, wait until you’re flat out across a field. I could hardly hold her—it took a good ten minutes to get her under my hands; after that, Paradise. I had no hat that day, which is how I preferred to ride, and the wind touched every root of every hair on my head. Lady Limerick was so strong that I stood in the stirrups for a lot of the time, “listening” to my legs and holding her down as much as I could with my hands.

In the etiquette of hunting, you mustn’t overtake the master. More than once I almost had to wheel her out of the pack. Eventually, I took her over to one side and rode on the fringes, ready to wheel away until I knew I had her under control. And when she knew I had taken full command, then she allowed me to ride her as I wanted.

If you ever do ride, watch out for the moment when you take a wall or a ditch at full speed. The faint riders slow down; I, my father’s son in some respects, rode faster. When Lady Limerick lunged up into the sky at our first wall, I lay forward on her, feeling her huge shoulders under me, and excited enough for heart failure. And when she came down out of the sky and I hadn’t fallen, and I leaned back onto her, I almost laughed out loud.

I didn’t see my father that day with that hunt. I saw many other things but not a red-haired man standing by some wall somewhere watching the rise and fall of the riders going over and being startled to see his son among them.

I saw the wild surge of the hounds as they “found” a scent and took off with the sound of the huntsman’s heavenly choir, the baying of a pack, but I never saw a red-haired man leaning against a tree at the outer edge of a copse and holding out his arms in delight as the hunt streamed down the hill.

And I saw the fox go to ground, into a covert on the side of a small hill, a den of furze and limestone and the hounds wheeling, jawing, and pawing outside, but I never saw a red-haired man on top of that hill looking down and nodding his agreement as the master and the whipper-in withdrew in the knowledge that the fox had won the day.

“Hunting,” said my father, “was invented by-by-by the gods so that Man could feel what it’s like to be a god once in a while.”

But the old gods of Knockainey didn’t give me my father when I hunted for him. That night, however, the show was to play a nearby town called Charleville—where, once again, everything changed.
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By now I knew that I wasn’t doing this solely for Mother. I missed my father. I missed him every moment of every day. When I awoke in the morning, my heart sank at the thought that once again he wouldn’t be at the breakfast table. And therefore couldn’t ask me, as he often did on some farm matter or other, “What-what-what would you advise?”

Although I know now that he was teaching me, training me, I didn’t feel that at the time. Instead I felt that I was part of the place and its systems, that I wasn’t there merely to eat, drink, go to school, come home, eat and drink again, and go to sleep—I felt useful. Now that he was gone, that was gone.

And I missed the sound of his voice, and the way it filled the places he inhabited. By that, I don’t mean that he was loud and overbearing; it’s just that he seemed to be the natural sound for the places in which I saw him—as natural as a rushing noise from a river, a wind in the trees.

I missed too his interplay with Mother, the responses she drew from him, his earnest intent to answer every question she asked, his desire to please her, his evident wish to give her credit for everything that happened every day, including the rising of the sun. Yes, I know that a coolness had seemed to exist between them now and then, but they were a natural couple, buck and doe.

For instance, Mother had always lived in general from one lift of her spirits to the next. In between, she trod what my father called “the vale of melancholy,” often not raising her eyes for almost a full day.

“Your mother’s in the vale of melancholy,” he’d say when I was a little boy. “We’ll leave her by herself for a bit and then we’ll go and cheer her up.”

I had visions of some dark cleft in some high brooding mountains, like the engravings in the old books that we had. To be fair, she never ruled people with her moods; she tried to keep them to herself, but they leaked from her, leaked all over the household.

My father was her elixir—he and he alone knew how to break such a run, how to race down into her glen of despair, grab her, and hustle her out of there and up into the sunshine. I couldn’t do it; as a boy I tried, with stories, with impersonations. Once or twice I shook her into laughter with a description of a neighbor or a reenacted scene from the forge or a fracas from one of the village shops, but only my father could make the restoration last.

He did it by generating good news, usually with a compliment thrown in. In the evening he’d say, “You-you-you have an admirer.”

Unable not to be curious, she’d raise her head from the sewing or darning and look at him, her eyes, but not her lips, speaking the question “Who?”

My father would then mention the name of somebody they had met, some dashing man, married, or a bachelor known to be exciting, a rake, maybe, and Mother would say, “Oh?”

To which my father would then say, “He-he-he needn’t go sloping around here, that’s for sure, if he knows what’s good for him. And anyway I think he’s partly a lunatic. They-they-they say you can see him lurching up the hills and through the woods when there’s a full moon.”

That always got her—the full moon; she’d go against her own mood and laugh. Now, of course, she realized that if my father truly had run away with this actress, he had taken her elixir with him and somebody else was drinking it.

As for me—I missed above all the sudden little things that happened so often, that moment in which he would call or beckon and say, when I reached him, “I’ve-I’ve-I’ve something to show you.” And it would be a new and much lighter model of horseshoe that he’d picked up at the forge, or a quotation that he’d found in the newspaper or one of his books and had scribbled down on the back of an envelope.

I didn’t know how much I loved these things until I no longer had them, which is an echo of a saying Mother now uttered every day: “You never miss the water ’til the well runs dry.”

In Charleville, the town named for King Charles II, the well wasn’t dry—but it did feel fouled at first. Not because my father reappeared, which he did. Normal as the night, he stood at the door to the hall, taking the money and handing out the tickets—and a new pain began.

I hung back, waiting until the last tickets were sold; then I could grab a word with him. As people approached the door and saw him, they nudged one another and pointed him out. I overheard their first remarks: “That’s the fella that ran away from his wife and farm;” and, “Him selling the tickets—is he the dirty oul’ fella ran off after the woman in the show?”

My father had acquired a notoriety; my family was being marked as scandalous; perhaps audiences were larger because they wanted to see his paramour; this invoiced feelings of deep, deep shame.

I stepped back farther into the shadows, so as not to be seen—and to watch more closely. Yes, the people of Charleville were indeed pointing him out, and yes, they were indeed sniggering. Under my clothes, I felt the slime of chagrin pour down my body, from my head and neck down my shoulders and rib cage, down my stomach and thighs.

When it seemed as if all the people had entered the hall and I came forward to buy my ticket, my father ran. He ducked away from me, raced around the side of the hall, and disappeared. I got in free, but that wasn’t the bonus I had sought.

That night, Blarney made much of what he called “the politician’s promises.” The country rang with them and Blarney capitalized. He seemed to know which politician was making the most outrageous promises and he lampooned them without mercy.

Each evening, his performance began with the words “I’m the most promising politician in Ireland—I’ll promise you anything.” The audience was laughing already. With no reference to the fact that he sat on Venetia Kelly’s knee, he looked out over the audience, his red mouth opening and closing slowly in chunks as he launched into his satirical tirade.

“I’ll promise you anything. I’ll get wives for men with no teeth. I’ll get husbands for women with bandy legs. I’ll give every man, woman, and child here money. Cash. Into your hand. For free. There’ll be a barrel of drink at every crossroads and a tube sticking out of it and all you’ll have to do is suck on it. Free for every man, woman, and child. But the clergy’ll have to pay.”

Venetia Kelly, serene as the moon, sat and looked on and Blarney ranted, his words driving spikes into the national spirit.

“How many farmers are here tonight? Put up your hands.”

As hands rose all over the hall, he peered across their ranks.

“Too many. Now I’m going to work a miracle. I’m going to please the farmers!” and everybody roared with laughter. Admiration too for the shrewdness of the satire; every politician outside the big cities knew that the farmers carried the key to the election, and they’d been notorious for complaining about everything.

“In fact,” he went on, “I’m going to start by fixing the weather. Every year, July and August are going to be fine, and the harvest’ll be great.”

More laughter.

“And September’ll always be lovely. For the other ten months of the year, I’m going to give ye all grants. Money. Into the heels of yer fists. So that ye never have to work again. Isn’t that what ye’ve always wanted?”

Loud cheers rang out. He paused and looked all around, whispered something to Venetia. When she nodded, Blarney turned to the audience again.

“But that mightn’t be a great idea. Because what’ll the farmers have to complain about then? I call it—soothing the baby.”

How they howled as he filleted them. He judged it with a fine touch, and he seemed to know that his darts would become the currency of the next day’s local conversation.

Sometimes he played games with the audience.

“Ask me for a wish,” he’d say. “Come on, ask me for a wish and I’ll grant you a wish.”

Some foolish person would call out, “I’d like a wish, Blarney.”

“What’s your wish?”

“I wish for money, a ton of it.”

“Your wish is granted. When you go home tonight your house’ll be burned down and you’ll get a ton of money from the insurance company.”

That night in Charleville, Blarney came out and asked, “How many people in this audience trust either Mr. de Valera or Mr. Cosgrave?”

Many hands went up.

“What would you trust them with?”

Nobody answered.

Blarney pressed. “Would you trust them with your money?”

They laughed—some uneasily, I felt. And nobody answered.

“Would you trust them with a gun?”

Like the sound of some massive snake, the intake of breath hissed through the hall.

“I suppose,” said Blarney, “you could trust them with your womenfolk.” Laughter. “And God knows you could trust your womenfolk with them.” Much more laughter.

Then he delivered the punch. “But could you trust them with your children’s future?”

Nobody laughed.
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Blarney’s parting shot made an uncomfortable night worse. While waiting for the show to begin, I’d heard more criticism of my father. “What kind of a fool is he? Hasn’t he a big farm over near Cashel?” And, “Ah, he’s off with this young one outta the show, you’ll see her in a bit.” And, “Four hundred acres nearly, and he walked away from the whole thing. Something dirty there.” When Venetia Kelly first appeared as Portia, two people behind me sniggered and one said, “That’s her, that’s the bike the oul’ fella is ridin’.”

After the show, I heard it too. “What did you think of her?” And, “Jaysus, if I saw her first, that oul’ fella wouldn’t get a look in.” And, “You could ride her in the Grand National.”

I cringed. I wanted to ream them, but I didn’t have the courage. And when they’d gone from the hall, which was up a lane, I followed them down the slope to the street, walking behind one group and then another, trying to hear their comments. Mostly, they were laughing—which also felt filthy and awful.

And then my life changed forever. Altered for all time by a single gesture.

When we look back in wonder at the moments when Fate shows itself, it’s never that things might not have happened; it’s that they might have happened differently, that one might have been inserted into a particular orbit at a different angle and consequently have taken different actions, producing a different outcome.

I turned away from the sneering mockers and stumbled in the dark, almost falling over Charleville’s high double curb. As I steadied myself I saw a movement, a flash of light across the street. I looked over at a wide, elegant house, and saw the movement again. A hand in a white sleeve was waving, beckoning. Was it waving at me? I looked all around; nobody stood near.

Now both hands, both white arms, came through the door and—no question—they were waving in my direction. Up and down they went, like a semaphore.

I walked toward the house. If the arms didn’t belong to somebody who knew me, at least their gesture showed enough quirkiness to be worth investigating. As I approached, one arm withdrew, and the other changed its movement; it stopped waving and beckoned. Behind me, I couldn’t see a soul—therefore the beckoning had to be for me. From the open door came a glorious female voice singing something that sounded like Italian opera.

A bright lamp lit the hallway. I approached, peering forward, feeling my way, looking for details. The hand beckoned again and now that I’d come within a yard or two of the open door I could see into the hallway. The upper half of the walls had a lemon paper on them, with faint and lovely trees. Below a rail at waist height spread a firm anaglypta paper, chocolate-colored, with geometric patterns. Somebody with taste and a sense of color lived here.

The arms had disappeared but the voice kept singing. I ventured fully into the doorway, wondering what to do next, and now I stood in the empty hall. Should I follow the siren call?

But the voice was fading as though the singer were moving far away; they do that in legends to draw the hero farther in. And then the voice grew strong again and she appeared. I had never seen this woman close up but I knew who she was—the older of the two who had led my father through the lit doorway that night in Cashel, that night that now seemed so long ago, but was less than two weeks past.

Graceful and smooth, she walked to me in a glide. I stood there, not knowing what to do. Next she held out both of her hands, palms down, to take both of mine.

“I,” she said, with a pause, “am Sarah Kelly. The actress.”

As distinct, I thought out of nowhere, from Sarah Kelly the Pope. Or the train driver.

That was how we met; we would know each other until she died, many, many years later.

She continued, “And you’re Ben. Without a shadow of doubt. You’re so like him. Let me have a look at you. Oh, my—you’re so big, so handsome. You look so refined!”

Since Missy Casey doesn’t count, this was the first compliment I’d ever had from a real woman. My mind lurched. How much of this can I ever tell Mother?

But my second thought slammed in like a ramrod: Where’s my father?

She guessed it and said, “He’s in here. We had to take him out of circulation for a while. Do you like my new home?”

I began to say, “Is he all right?” but she interrupted my effort and said, “Look.”

Holding on to me with one hand, she lifted the lamp from the hall table and led me into the nearest room. Her hand was as soft as a glove.

I had an impression of robin’s-egg-blue walls, turquoise armchairs, paintings of mountains. On a dark piano sat rows of photographs. The raised lamp drew me to look at them—mostly posed shots of Sarah Kelly, and some of Venetia when an infant and a child, though none of Venetia as an adult. One by one Sarah held up the photographs and told me each narrative:

“This is me in As You Like It. And this is me in The Well of the Saints. Mr. Yeats especially likes that picture. And this is me with Mr. Yeats. His wife was quite jealous of me.”

Sarah had a number of stratagems for getting attention, most obviously a low tone, so that one had to lean in to hear her, and—even more effective—she had an upward inflection at the end of each sentence, suggesting that she always wanted an answer. I perceived this only many years later; I was too young that night, and too afraid, and I hadn’t yet learned how to observe people and make mental notes of how they behaved.
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I know that I’ve already described Sarah as she was earlier in her life, as she narrated it to me, and then later in life, how she was in the years I visited her near Dublin. However, so that you can fix her in your own mind—and you should—let me recall her at that moment in Charleville.

To begin with, I’ve always been accustomed to tall women—Mother, Miss Fay, Large Lily, who was not only tall but, well, large. Their tallness and Sarah’s differed, and the difference came from two factors—the way Sarah held herself, and the way she moved.

James Clare told me you should always dance as if there were nobody watching you, and you should always sing as if there were nobody listening to you. Sarah carried herself as though onstage all the time. When she came into a room—that was an entrance. Every time she left—that was an exit. And if she sat, rose, or made a gesture, she seemed upstage of everybody else—unless she wanted to be downstage.

In the first few minutes of that meeting, she walked about the place like a character in a Russian play—all demeanor and no force, all mood and no challenge.

She kept her voice low, she looked directly into my eyes, and from time to time she touched my arm—not a grip, not a slap, a feather’s touch, an inclusion. I had no consciousness of people’s age in those days; forty, sixty, eighty—it meant nothing to me, it never does to the young; people were old or they weren’t, and Sarah was old. But young-old, not ancient; she was within reach, like an aunt.

And she was exquisite, what would later be called “movie-star beautiful.” She tossed her hair back frequently, she freed my hand from hers and groomed her tresses. Notwithstanding my anxiety of the moment, I stole a look at her face and her figure when I could.

Also, and to my surprise, I liked her so much. For some reason that I hadn’t yet defined, I was prepared for two-way hostility. It never happened; she defused that possibility with an attitude kinder than comfort.

She used her hands a great deal—even the hand carrying the lamp waved about, casting shadows on the walls, and making these rich little rooms into alluring caves. I glimpsed a few more oil paintings on the walls, tall, serious portraits, and some more mountains, and lavish drapes hung from floor to ceiling, and I walked by a chair of brilliant yellow. Sarah talked on and on in that voice to which I could—and eventually did—listen all day.

If I had to sum up my impression of Sarah Kelly as I saw her in the first few minutes of that meeting, I’d say: tall, not a bone out of place, by which I mean, not angular or awkward; a sweeter face than one could imagine, so gentle close up that I can’t believe it translated to an audience at the back of a theater; and yet—power. Power in the way you know steel is strong just by looking at it. Power like a big cat who doesn’t have to hurry, because the kill will be there when wanted.

I have to say, though, that I found her thrilling to be near because of the attention she exuded; nobody else had ever made me feel like that. And she was kind to me, smiling, touching my arm, thoughtful, almost loving, as when she smiled at me and said, “I’ll take you into the living room now.”
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She led, I followed—and there he sat. My father. Close up in this light, he looked tired. Apart from the punched brogue shoes, I didn’t recognize his clothes—a thin check shirt, a jacket that I’d never seen, gabardine pants. At the door of the hall he’d worn his overcoat; he’d had it with him since Cashel. Yet I have to say that he seemed peaceful—so peaceful and natural that once again the nature of the circumstances seemed impossible to believe.

Sarah hovered at the door, then stepped out of sight with a little wave to me, though I’m certain she stayed within earshot.

We imagine in advance, don’t we, the feelings that will surface at such moments? I had long anticipated what it might be like when I confronted him for the first time—affection, tears, maybe. The imaginings had escalated when I first learned that he had “disappeared,” and I thought only of the relief I’d feel if and when I found him.

This meeting didn’t go like that: Fear stuck its nose in, as fear so often does. And as we all know, fear often turns to anger in order to speak what it must.

I said, and I know I was rough in my tone, “Why’d you run away from me tonight?”

“Here. Sit-sit-sit down.” He patted the couch.

“D’you want to come home with me? I have the car here.”

“How-how-how are you?”

“Will we go, so?”

He shifted on the sofa.

A lovely room—I observed that much. Beige flock wallpaper, butter-colored cushions. How many rooms did this house have? “Will we go?” I insisted.

Constitutionally my father had little ability to refuse any request from anybody. Which, I suppose, is why and how we all found ourselves in this situation.

“How-how-how’s the car?”

Nothing about this—nothing—made sense. But in the ordinary scheme of everyday life, nothing made sense of the Great War or the 1916 Rebellion or the guerrillas in the hills or the wild arguments over the treaty or the Civil War or the fellow from the village with the razor-blade slashes up and down his legs. Nothing on any scale makes sense if you’re enmeshed in something senseless. As this was.

My father said, “Did-did-did you get something to eat?”

I decided to change tack. If I got off the subject of his possible homecoming, I might find out something useful about the life he was living.

I said, “Where are you traveling next?”

“Isn’t it a pity-pity-pity you haven’t a vote yet?”

You know that moment when a piece of metal breaks loose from something, and it screams as it comes in contact at speed with other metal? That’s how the questions screamed through my mind—high shrieks, with little or no control attached. I wanted to ask: Where do you sleep at night? What kind of bed? Is there somebody else in it with you?

Shaving was my father’s ritual, his High Mass, a time of mountainous lather and walrus grunts, a cry of delight or calamity now and then, and at the end wild praise for his results.

“Isn’t that marvelous?” he’d say over and over, his hand fingering his chin like a housewife buying a cauliflower. Stroking the flourishing mustache, he’d sometimes add, “I’ve great growth in me.”

I’d seen this ritual for as long as I could remember, perched beside him and reveling in the mighty importance. Now I wondered if he’d shaved at all in the past two days. And his mouth was twisted in a kind of ruined, unhappy line.

I also wanted to ask: Who’s feeding you? What kind of food are you eating? Are you eating enough? My father loved his food more than a gourmand, and he loved Mother’s cooking—and not just to eat it, but to talk about it. “The Nobel Prize for carrots was awarded today,” he’d begin, or the Nobel Prize for mashed potatoes, or the Nobel Prize for chicken broth. Or he’d cry out, “The Nobel Prize for cooking was shared this year among the following nominees; Louise MacCarthy for her baked parsnips; Mamzelle Louise Hopkins for her leg of pork; Mrs. Harry MacCarthy for her apple tart.”

To my eye this didn’t look like a man who had awarded a Nobel Prize recently.

But I didn’t ask any food questions or shaving questions or indeed any more questions. Instead, my shrewd intentions collapsed and I sat there and told him, in a voice like a mad fellow’s, what I felt.

“I’ve been looking for you everywhere. I’ve seen the show so many nights, I was always in the hall or very near at hand, and I’ve stood there freezing and often in the rain until nearly the dawn watching the lamps in so many bed-and-breakfast places finally go out, sometimes at three o’clock in the morning, wondering if you were the fellow in that room, behind that window. And all you could do was run away from me.” I stopped—and added, “And I’d rather go hungry than do without you anymore.”

He listened, sitting right beside me, so close that I could feel the warmth of his heavy torso beside me, and the heave of his breathing, so close that I could tell him all this in a low voice, so close that I could have reached out and touched him—but I wasn’t able to, I just couldn’t do it.

And so close that I saw the tear trickling down the side of his profile that was turned to me. I couldn’t see him full face on, and I regretted that, and he didn’t turn to me, not even when he asked, “How-how-how is your mother?”

No chance to answer—we were interrupted. He heard the footsteps before I did, and he quickened, wiped his face, sat up, and began to rise. I knew who it was before she came in.

At least as tall as her mother, she wore a towel around her head and a mask of white cream on her face, and she too entered a room as though walking onstage. She wore a blue ankle-length robe of some kind, not unlike a djellaba, with a hood. The entire effect, the hood, the death-white mask, the elongated stance—they all created a wild, unsettling combination of great force and total anonymity.

I rose as my father did, and he began to introduce me.

“This-this-this is Ben—”

She didn’t glance at me; to my father she pointed out the fact that with cream plastered like dough all over her face and lips, she couldn’t speak; and she pointed a finger to the ceiling, meaning, I supposed, upstairs.

He nodded, and said, “Good-good-good night, so, I’ll be up later.”

How those words, how that moment, came back in the months ahead, came back to haunt me and hurt me—hurt me so hard for him, for his sake.

He yearned toward her but didn’t follow—he was like a man in a skit whose boots were nailed to the floor; he leaned far forward and then sprang back. And I saw something in him at that moment that I’d never seen before—I saw a longing, a desperation. It’s the attitude you see in a dog that deserves praise but so far hasn’t received it, that willing eagerness, and if the master is withholding, that disappointment. My father subsided.

Sarah reappeared. “Has Venetia retired?”

My father nodded and turned to me.

“Will-will-will you be all right going home?”

“No, no, Harry, it’s much too late. This is glass-of-milk-and-spare-room time. Audrey!”

And that’s how I first met Mrs. Haas, scratching Mrs. Haas, my eventual guardian angel. She came into the room, not like a human, but like a goose, a long inquiring neck jutting forward; in different circumstances my father would have called her “a peninsula—which is a long neck sticking out to see.”

“Audrey, this is Harry’s wonderful son, Ben. Food, don’t you think? And the spare room?”

Mrs. Haas looked at me, blinked, and clapped her hands.

“Yes, I know,” said Sarah. “Gorgeous, isn’t he?”

Then Mrs. Haas spoke: “Come vith me.”

She and her spiky teeth beamed at me; it was like being smiled at by a saw. I liked her immediately. Now she was about to feed and house me under the same roof as my father. Was she leading me to a scaffold? No matter. I would have followed.
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I’ve never seen a cleaner kitchen. Don’t get me wrong—at home we didn’t have chickens jumping on the tablecloth. But our kitchen wasn’t a clinic. This was. The stone flags on the floor shone like mirrors; fine china twinkled on high shelves like the stars; copper pots hung from hooks, each a bronze sun. Everything felt so new—which it was, but I didn’t learn that for some time.

To say that Mrs. Haas made sandwiches is to say that Rembrandt dabbled. She was a painter who preferred the knife to the brush, and she plastered butter on tiles of bread. On the bread she slammed down slabs of beef and onion slices as big as saucers, and then oiled the lot with runny chutney. As to milk, she poured not a glass but a vase.

I think my hunger must have shown because she made me a second flagstone of a sandwich, and then a third. The sight of a man eating must have held some significant if undivined appeal for Mrs. Haas, because she looked like a woman touched by the gods. And she fed me that night as though I were a god.

She talked to me too, all the time. In the beginning I never heard or understood a word because she muttered in an undertone, a happy noise, not unlike a baby, with lots of breath and highs and lows, and she did so in a language I had never heard and didn’t understand.

In later years I discovered that when excited or very happy, she spoke a dialect of Austro-German from the province of Carinthia, which is why I didn’t understand it. But I liked its humming noises; the merry little ululations reminded me of Father Christmas in his workshop with his elves—I have no idea why.

As I ate, so many questions rode across my mind like horse soldiers. Who owns this house? Who could be so rich in Charleville as to have a house like this? And it seems to go on and on—Mrs. Haas had led me down a passageway, a long, winding corridor. And how do Sarah and Venetia Kelly happen to live here? What is their relationship with my father? Who is this strange woman with the pointy teeth, the long legs, and the thick accent, who keeps smiling at me as though I were her bridegroom, and who then proceeds to scratch her behind so energetically when she sits down that I have to look away and chew my sandwich extra hard so as not to hear the noise?

When I had finished my “big fnack,” as Mrs. Haas called it, she beckoned me, and I followed on this night of beckoning and not yet reckoning. Upstairs, with a lamp that she’d taken from a corridor table, she showed me into yet another pretty room, with a single bed. It had a bathroom attached and—something we didn’t have at home—running water, hot and cold. And all the while I was editing, editing in my mind what I could or would tell Mother.

Mrs. Haas made a wide gesture with her hand, indicating that I must enjoy the place. Then she bowed—bowed! To me!—and withdrew. I sat on the bed, bewildered—replete, yet anxious; cared for, yet bereft. I washed my face, took off my clothes, and put on the nightshirt that had been laid out; long and white, it made me look like a young Druid.

With the lamp extinguished, and no streetlights through the window, a peaceful darkness settled. Such a comfortable bed; from the sheets issued a perfume of sweet orange; I closed my eyes.

Now came the sounds of the stillness. This is when the mice can be heard, their little scratches and pattering runs. This is when the foxes can be heard, barking clear and cold on the distant hills. This is when you hear the spit and yowl of fighting cats, tearing at themselves and the night.

I heard none of those sounds in that Charleville room—instead I heard something else. From somewhere nearby, not next door but perhaps in the room beyond that, I heard voices. One rose and fell, as though reciting, as though entertaining or even imploring, declaiming even, with speeches of great drama and romance.

I got up, and like a prowler I stood at my door and listened harder. From the show, I soon recognized Venetia Kelly’s voice, so much younger, lower, and fuller than her mother’s. The other voice could be heard but rarely, and not continuously; it uttered only interjections, sounds of appreciation. And that was my father’s voice.

When I was six years old, I fell quite ill. Dr. Hassett diagnosed pleurisy—“Like thorns inside your lungs,” he said. The pleurisy had been no more than the scout; the entire troop then followed in the shape of pneumonia, both lungs.

In those pre-penicillin days they called the telling moment in pneumonia the “Crisis,” when the patient either turned the corner or didn’t. Notwithstanding fever and incoherence, I recall it so clearly.

My parents took turns with nurses to sit in my room, watching to take me through the Crisis. They behaved so differently. Mother, practical, patted my forehead with cool flannel every few minutes. My father sat and read to me, and every so often he animated his reading with enthusiastic punctuations. He’d say, “Oh, this-this-this is great!” or “Very good, very good!”

Through that wall that night I was now hearing both—the rise and fall of Venetia’s narrative drama, punctuated by his appreciation.

When those noises ceased, I went to sleep. I believe that I slept soundly, yet I had the distinct impression that sometime after dawn, when there was a little early light, somebody came into my room. Whoever it was came to my bed and peered down at me, then went as quietly as they’d entered. The feeling they left behind had nothing in it but warmth.

Nowadays I’m good in strange houses. For instance, I know what to do at that most difficult time for a houseguest—the morning. That’s in part because I’ve had a lot of practice—but often when I come down to breakfast in somebody’s house I remember that morning in Charleville.

Perhaps I was exhausted; I never moved a bone until nine o’clock. But I knew where I was the moment I opened my eyes, and I lay for a while and listened for the noises of the house.

That’s one of the pleasures of visiting a new place—hearing the morning sounds. Farms are delightful—the clop of horses, the cluckings in the yard. In 1932, Irish towns and cities were still mostly hooves and footsteps, and had barely begun to hear the noise of machinery—for years I rushed to the nearest window if an engine clanked.

In Charleville that morning I heard a dog bark somewhere in the town. I heard two people on the street talking loudly—and when they stopped I heard the rise and fall of conversation very close by. Listening at my door again, I figured that the talk came from downstairs, and I got ready very fast.

A dining-room table had been laid for three people, and two already sat there—Sarah and my father. Sarah smiled and pointed to the empty chair as she might have pointed to a treasure-chest onstage, and I sat down. She touched my arm again.

“Good morning, Ben.”

I nodded, not yet educated sufficiently to know the practices of sophisticated people. At home nobody said, “Good morning.” The day began with somebody’s thought process, my father saying something like, “Unless he gets an overall majority, and I doubt it,” or Mother saying, “I don’t know at all. By this time last year I had four litters.” In both cases their conversations had already begun with the world, if only inside their own heads. Therefore, I wasn’t used to “Good morning,” so I half-nodded and said nothing.

My father had shaved—and shaved well; the mustache had been trimmed, thank God. His eyes had red rims, and he wore the same clothes as yesterday.

And once again I knew that I had no true clue as to what was going on. If I’d stabbed a guess at it, I’d have said that some crazy passion was up and running, but it might be nothing like anybody could imagine.

“Did you sleep well?” Sarah said. “I slept wonderfully.” She wasn’t waiting for an answer from me. “I sleep so well in these country towns.”

Mrs. Haas blew in, making that “fffsss” noise with her teeth; I had heard it last night and wondered whether she had something wrong with her, some minor body complaint. I would learn that she made that noise if she felt about to embark upon an important task. She saw me, gave me a wide smile, and clapped her hands.

“Food. Lots of it!” and she turned on her heel and marched out, going, “Fffsss.”

“Audrey’s smitten,” Sarah said to my father and me.

In those days I didn’t know what “smitten” meant, and I didn’t ask.

It’s difficult to look at people when you desperately want to look at them; there’s a danger, especially at such close quarters as a breakfast table, that you’ll stare. I needed to see Sarah in the morning light, and above all I wanted to look at my father.

“My hands look wonderful today,” said Sarah, holding them out like a priest. “Don’t they?”

My father and I nodded.

“It’s the water down here,” she said. “Is the water different from Dublin? It was very different in Killarney.”

“There’s a lot of limestone around here,” said my father. “Great for the bones.”

Had his voice changed? Less hearty? Or was he merely deferring to this exotic woman across the table from him? No—he was subdued. I watched him for the next few minutes, chitchatting with Sarah about this and that, mostly about Sarah, and he was definitely less ebullient than the man I knew.

Mrs. Haas came back with a breakfast for three laborers and planked it down in front of me. Sarah laughed; significantly, my father said nothing. This was strange because he never failed to comment on the size of the meals I consumed—“We’ll be seeing more of you” being his favorite remark.

Sarah reached a finger to my plate and took off a small fried mushroom.

“I simply must have a taste,” she said, and chewed it as though eating something dainty and arcane.

The expression on my face must have showed—I wanted to cut off her hand at the wrist for taking my food—because she said, “Oh. Perhaps you don’t share food.” She patted my arm again. “Sorry, Ben.”

That smile melted the laces in my boots.

[image: ]

I ate; they chatted—no, Sarah chatted and my father made agreeing noises. Mrs. Haas steamed in and out, checking that I had enough. I ate whatever she brought.

When I’d finished, Sarah said, “Now I expect you two will want to talk,” and she rose from the table. My father looked disturbed. He stood, then sat down as she swept from the room. That house was freezing cold; over a long dress Sarah wore an ankle-length coat of brocade, purple, cream, and gray.

We didn’t move; now I could see my father, look at him full in the face, inspect him; I had more courage than the previous night.

“How are you, Daddy?”

He looked away, then back at me. Not a word did he manage; his lips didn’t move.

I persisted. “Are they looking after you all right? What about your clothes? Do you need gloves?”

Now he couldn’t take his eyes from mine. He sat there, looking full on at me, straight into my eyes, in silence. At the edge of my field of vision I kept seeing the polka-dot handkerchief in his breast pocket.

Neither of us stirred, and I never broke the eye contact. Months later, James Clare suggested to me that my behavior—no matter what had happened afterward—had probably saved my father’s life.

“Not every bit of love has to be spoken,” James said. “Often the unspoken piece says most.”

Well, it certainly was largely unspoken that morning. We had very few exchanges after that.

I said, “We all miss you.”

Then I said, “Where are you going to vote?”

And finally, “Daddy, every day, I’m going to be just behind you. Wherever you’re going.”

To each of these remarks my father said nothing. He lowered his eyes, took out the handkerchief, wiped the palms of his hands, stowed the handkerchief again, and sat quietly, his hands in his lap. He looked like a man waiting for a frightening diagnosis.

I felt a breeze, and a door opened from another part of the house. In came Venetia Kelly, in a white floor-length coat, tall and straight as a Roman column. She had drawn a scarf across most of her face, and this gave her a swathed look head to foot. My father stood up as she entered, and, taught to do so for a lady, I stood too.

She glanced at me, fleeting, piercing. With the scarf across her face and the vivid, glowing eyes, it was a look of a woman in some Eastern bazaar. Then, with a sweep of her hand, she indicated the world out-doors—and she was gone.

My father didn’t sit again. He fidgeted, and I knew it was time to go. As I went to the door he followed me and said, “Give-give-give your mother my best, my very-very-very best regards.”

The crack in his voice twanged like a dirge.
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Blinking in the weak sunlight, I stumbled out into the street and found emotional refreshment. Against all this private drama of ours, the election campaign ran like a film sound track or an opera recitative. Every town had a rally, every village had posters. Through some parishes went men on bicycles, with crude bullhorns, and in Charleville that morning I saw again my favorite candidate.

I can’t give you his name, because he was—believe it or not—elected, and he went on to serve in Parliament for the rest of his life, and we have to respect the dead. He was my parents’ favorite candidate too, and he’d already given us great entertainment; we’d watched his career since we’d first seen him, at a rally in Cashel in the 1927 election.

Now, this morning, his face had grown redder, but he wore the same remarkable headgear; shaped like a flowerpot, it came straight from a nineteenth-century stage-Irish cartoon—it even had a buckle on the front like a leprechaun’s hat. He stood with a megaphone on a parked farmer’s cart, the horse swishing its tail now and then. He wore tall boots, tied at the top with harvesting twine. He had a medically compelling wealth of saliva. Here, roughly, is what I heard him say.

“Ladies and gentlemen, yes. I come before you, yes. To stand beside you. And to stand behind you as you go forward, yes. And as we look ahead, we will have no turning back. This country is at a standstill, yes. Sideways at a crossroads, that’s where we are. Which road will you take? Ask yourself that, yes. That crossroads can have only the one road. Which road will I take, yes? Answer came there none. I’m here to guide you down that one road. ’tisn’t the road to rack and ruin. But you already know that; otherwise you wouldn’t be at a standstill, at the crossroads, not knowing which way to turn. And ’tisn’t the road to pestilence, famine, and decay. You know that for a fact. Every farmer should be getting a better price for your milk. Your local creamery should be paying you more money. I’m here to guide you down the crossroads.”

A heckler shouted, “Come down here and look at yourself up there,” and the dozen people listening laughed.

Perhaps he would be successful and get elected because nobody could make out a blind thing he was saying. And in that he wasn’t alone.

Our candidate’s confused oratory mimicked my thoughts. I came home from Charleville reeling and tumbling, my mind full of the wide, stylish house and all of that conflicting experience. And—I had done as I’d said I would; I had found him. As I drove I grappled with what to tell Mother, how much to divulge, and how to phrase it. How should I control the delight that I genuinely felt? Such a pleasure, seeing my father and speaking to him again.

Nor could I say how much I’d enjoyed the company of Sarah Kelly. I’d seen Venetia only twice, once to be introduced, and once fleetingly as she passed through the house; on neither occasion did she acknowledge me. As I neared home I understood that the good, positive news of having found my father would distract Mother sufficiently, and I’d never have to give my own reactions.

She’d heard the car, and she’d come to the back door to intercept me.

“Did you—?” She let the question hang.

“I found him. After much searching.” I was able to smile. “And I had two long talks with him.”

“When is he coming home?”

“One thing at a time.”

She caught my sleeve, a new habit. “How is he?”

“The best thing to do, Mother, is for us to sit down and I’ll tell you everything.”

Her eyes filled with tears. “Oh, thank God. Thank God.”

She walked with me into the house; I could see Large Lily peering at us through the window.

Mother said, “We’ll go upstairs,” meaning a private talk sitting on the couch in my parents’ bedroom.

“Now. Tell me everything.” She sat no more than two feet from me; her fingernails went to her mouth to be chewed.

“Well—”

Mother interrupted. “Did he ask for me?”

“I said that you were fine, but you miss him; he asked twice.”

“That I’m fine. But I miss him.” She often did this, repeated somebody’s words so that she could think aloud. “I’m not that fine, but I do miss him, so that bit is true. When is he coming home—did you ask him?”

“I’m working on a plan,” I said. “It’s based on what I saw.” I lied—or did I? Sometimes we know what we’re going to do before we know it.

“Oh!” She clapped her hands. “That means he’ll come home. Oh, good man, Ben. I knew I could depend on you. What did he say about the money, did you mention the money?”

I now had two dilemmas in one moment. How could I tell her that he seemed to have no intention of coming home? And that I’d had no discussion that could solve the money problem?

Luck helped me. Large Lily called up the stairs to say that we had a visitor.

“The professor, ma’am.”

Mother flung a casual preen at the mirror, and ran down.

As she left, I said, “Do I have to meet him?”

She didn’t answer, so I wandered along the landing to my own room and sat there on the window seat looking out. From the voices I knew that the professor had arrived alone; had Miss Fay been with him I would certainly have gone down to meet her.

The conversation lasted so long that I almost fell asleep. When eventually I heard the professor huff and puff his way out of the front door, I came downstairs. Mother greeted me.

“I have good news,” she said. “We have somebody who wants to stay in the cottage for a couple of months and he’s going to pay me in advance today. We’ll be meeting him later.”

Distracted, she dropped for the moment any further inquiries about my father, and I had a peaceful few hours.
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At three o’clock Mother called me, told me to put on my coat and come with her. We walked in lemon sunshine down to the river and along to the cottage. A pony trap stood there, and some hubbub seemed under way. As we approached, a man in rough clothes came out, fetched a large valise, and hauled it into the cottage. He came out again and took another trunk.

“It looks as though our tenant means to stay for a while,” muttered Mother; she seemed excited and I felt grateful.

The man in the rough clothes came out once more, walking half backward, and thanking an unseen person within. He clambered into the pony trap, hupped the horse, and clattered away. Mother knocked on the door and called out a demure “Hello?”

A great voice hollered back: “Come in, come in.”

I stayed behind, watching some waterfowl scurrying on the river and wondering why they seemed never to feel the cold, and speculating whether, if the river were ever to freeze, their legs would get caught in the ice.

Voices came from the cottage—the large booming tone, now in conversation but scarcely less powerful, and then, to my delight, the sound of Mother laughing, something I hadn’t heard in the previous two weeks. Next, she appeared in the doorway and said over her shoulder to the—as yet unseen—gentleman inside, “And my son is here with me. Ben?”

I remember him most by my first impression—the eyebrows. We have an insect we call a “Hairy Molly,” a kind of centipede; farmers anticipate the winter’s chills by the color of the fur. These eyebrows looked just like that—thick, waggling stripes of fur, brown principally, but with a bizarre tinge of a tan color here and there. The face had cheeks that reminded me of a pippin apple—red-veined and crackled, and then came the waistcoat, the yellow check vest, half-gambler, half-frog. And that was my first encounter with Thomas Aquinas Kelly, better known as King.

Neither Mother nor I guessed the connection, nor would we know for some time. All we understood at first was that we had met a man by name Thomas A. Kelly; “a most distinguished businessman,” Professor Fay had said to Mother, “who made all his money in the States and is back home in the land he loves.” Professor Fay could and should have said “rogue” and “crook” and “Fascist,” but he didn’t.

Instead we saw this flashy man with heavy charm. Ponderous as a bull, he breathed as if he had asthma. He smiled a vast mouthful of teeth, he shook my hand like a returned emigrant—and we never heard the pillars of the temple cracking.

Had my father been there, he’d have said as he did about all dodgy characters: “Put a coat over that fellow’s head.”

But my father wasn’t there and I was the one who—in an entirely different context—recognized this Mr. Kelly; I was the one who got excited, and whispered, “Mother!” I’d heard the name and seen the photographs; he was running for the government in North Cork. Now Professor Fay appeared, peering over those heavy black spectacles.

“He needs a place away from the hurly-burly,” Professor Fay said.

We should have been more suspicious; King Kelly bent over Mother’s hand and kissed it. Then he stood in the doorway of the cottage with Professor Fay and made admiring comments.

“This is the best thatched house I’ve seen in a long while,” he said.

Mother said to him, “And Professor Fay tells me you’re from not far away.”

“The broad fields of North Cork,” he said. “But the wider world sent for me when I was young.”

Other than the help around the farm, Mother had avoided meeting anybody since my father’s departure. She wore a look of shame most of the time, and it pierced my heart when I saw her. And, in some respects, that hurting embarrassment was what pushed me as far as I eventually went.

That morning I could see how she struggled; I could see how she battled to keep the humiliation from her face.

“Terms?” asked King Kelly.

“Pardon me?” asked Mother, in her politest voice.

“Rent?”

Professor Fay said, “I’ve taken the liberty of telling Mr. Kelly the rent we pay. Is it acceptable if he pays the same amount? For every month, of course, and every portion of every month that he’s here in the cottage, not just a few months of the year. And he’ll pay in advance.”

“What about you and Miss Fay?” said Mother.

“I travel a great deal,” said Mr. Kelly. “And if I’m lucky I’ll be spending much of my time in Dublin. This will be a quiet base for me.”

“We’re very fond of Miss Fay,” said Mother, piping like a bird.

King Kelly rapped a wall. “Solid, these old walls. We know things, we Irish, don’t we, Cyril?”

“Vernacular building, vernacular building,” said Professor Fay, once more saying the same thing twice.

“We’ll knock twenty percent off the rent, won’t we?” said King Kelly to nobody.

I should have guessed then that he knew all about us and was taking advantage.

She agreed, weak as water. Then Mother insisted that she go off and organize a drink.

“Now, how old are you?” King Kelly asked me.

“Ben’s eighteen,” said Professor Fay who, as his sister said once, answered for everybody and to nobody.

“Perfect age,” said Mr. Kelly, and smiled at Professor Fay.

Mother returned with the tray. I can cut this part short; the conversation offered nothing strange or startling, other than a check handed by Mr. Kelly to Mother, who blushed like a bride.

“Isn’t he loud?” she said to me later.

As we left, with many farewells and mutual jabberings, King Kelly said to me, “Come down tomorrow morning for a cup of tea.”

Mother whispered, “Say yes.”

“Yes,” I said.

Would I have done anyway? I might have, because I was by now intrigued as to why he seemed familiar to me, why something about him rapped at my mind, but I couldn’t get the door open to let it in. Not yet did I place him as the man I’d seen laughing so hard at the show one night. Just as well. If I’d put that connection together earlier, I might have refused to go to see him; I might have avoided him altogether. And then I’d never have acquired the cruel knowledge that made the final difference.
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When we’d walked out of sight on our way back to the farm, Mother took my arm.

“We’ll go home and sit down,” she said. “I’m feathered out,” her term for emotionally fraught.

She looked tired beyond words. In two weeks several shades of gray had spread across her face. The furrows on her forehead had grown deeper and new lines had opened. Her hair no longer received the attention she’d always given it, and she was chewing her fingernails to the skin.

“Tell me about your father. Tell me everything.”

I said, “We talked for ages.”

“About coming home?”

“He’s looking well, Mother.”

“What about his clothes?”

“We met at a house in Charleville. He was indoors all the time, and he was eating well.”

I realized that since the moment of his departure we had discussed him as though he had gone off to war or had been sequestered in a clinic.

We reached the house and she headed for her most comfortable chair, by the fire in the parlor.

“Did he give you any money?”

As I answered her, she began to sit back; she closed her eyes. I thought that she looked defeated in every way; her collapse down to this level seemed to have come very fast.

Trying not to seem evasive, but not answering her questions too closely, I think I rendered as good an account of our Charleville meeting as I could manage. Mother never said a word. Maybe I was boring, maybe my voice droned, because quite soon I saw that she fell asleep. I never mentioned the Kelly actresses.

For some time I sat there, in case her sleep proved no more than a brief nodding-off. But she went deeper into it, so I fetched a rug from the back of the sofa, draped it carefully over her, added some wood to the fire, and tiptoed from the room. I looked in every fifteen minutes or so; four hours later, five hours and then six, she was still in a deep sleep.

Large Lily and I took it in turns to watch for Mother awakening.

“She didn’t sleep any night, no,” said Large Lily. “Not an eye shut. So we’ll let her sleep on—she’ll wake up out of her own accord. And when she does won’t she be fine?”

My father always said that Large Lily, every time she opened her mouth, spoke for two people—but he could never make out who the other person was.

I sat up until midnight, then I piled the fire with logs, arranged the fire screen carefully, and went to bed. When I rose at eight o’clock, Mother was still asleep, and by the time she finally awoke, she had slept twelve hours in that chair.

Even now, I think constantly of Mother as she was during all that time. This great blow fell upon her in the winter, bleak weather for a bleak time in her life. A hardy woman always, and often seen on the chilliest mornings fetching the cows from the lower fields with neither a coat nor a scarf, she now wrapped herself up as never before. As tall as my father, she’d always “borrowed” his shirts, as she well could; they shared the same major dimensions; she was one of the tallest women in the parish. Now she wore his coats and jackets in his absence.

If I look back through the years, I can see her now, walking up the lane to the house in the late afternoon. She’s been out somewhere, probably in the woods. All through those gray days, when the fog seems never to quit the farm, she’s blanketed by her own mists too. She’s talking to herself even more than usual. She’s wrapped in one of my father’s old greatcoats and when I see how her shoulders sag I can’t tell whether it’s the weight of the coat or the weight of the grief.

No, I’m sure it was the grief. She changed her habits; she went to Mass on Sundays in different churches, farther and farther away. And she stopped doing her shopping in the village, and had Billy Moloney (when I was absent) drive her in the pony trap to places where she had a better chance of not being asked questions—no matter how innocent—about the boss.

On many days of that February, I came across her when I least expected to—sitting on a bench inside the kitchen garden, looking bleakly at the empty and cold ground. I also found her in the woods, on the walk up toward Mr. Treacy’s house, leaning against a tree that she loved, her shoulders squared back against the trunk. Once I found her with her face pressed to the bark, and it left a green mark on her cheek.

One day, when I came back to the house to get fresh clothes, I saw that she was wearing one of my father’s hats. I’d never seen her do that before; Mother, for all her insistence on practicality, had a wide feminine streak and would never dream of allowing herself to meet people without what she called “titivating” herself.

My father’s hat made her look like one of the squaws whose photographs I saw in National Geographic, from a North American tribe such as the Creek or the Apache; she lacked only the feather.

She must have known how little the hat became her—a battered old brown trilby, with a line of black sweat marks near the hatband. Indeed I’d often heard her chastise my father for wearing it, and he’d reply that he was so fond of it he was now going to wear it in bed.

I now see the hat for what it was—my quite austere Mother, wearing her grief as publicly as she could, and at the same time displaying her wish to remain as close as possible to her missing husband. The weather stayed dank and unremitting; we matched its gray mood. I assumed that she was sad—but I so often found her so fierce that it was difficult to imagine she could get back down to sadness within a short time, so high was the peak of her anger. Ireland being Ireland, balmy days began to replace the fog, and Mother went with the weather’s mood. She eased up; she calmed down. The new rent income must have helped. She began to chat about her farm life and make plans, although I did once or twice find her in tears, again in remote places away from view.

But when she accepted the cottage’s new tenant, Mother didn’t know either the bargain or the devil with whom she’d struck it. At first sight you may think that Professor Fay and King Kelly sought to exploit a vulnerable woman. You’d be right, and you’d think, “That was bad,” because she gave King Kelly the cottage at a bargain rent. I wouldn’t have given a virus to that crook.

I need to think it all out before I can write it down for you. Also, my own part in it wasn’t too edifying—I can best describe myself as innocent to begin with, and then savage, and I’ll divulge that too; just give me a little time. Therefore, and while I remember it, here comes an Unimportant Digression, a brief dissertation on the word blarney.
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Dictionaries always call it “lying,” and “shameless flattery.” Oh, but it is much wider than that in its reach and warm embrace. First, there is an actual place, Blarney—I’ve been there many times—a small and sweet village not far from the city of Cork. They’ll tell you there that halfway up the tower of the old castle there’s a memorial triangle of cut stone inserted in a wall, with, if the light is good, an inscription visible. The words are CORMAC MACCARTHY—FORTIS ME FIERI FECIT. AD 1446. This Latin idiom is a bit loopy, as though composed by a local poet or priest who wasn’t quite up to the job, but my translation works fine: “Cormac MacCarthy built me for strength”—meaning (I think) that Cormac MacCarthy set up this castle to be a fortress.

So far as I’ve been able to trace, we’re not descended from this branch of the MacCarthys. By the way, according to some experts, the name MacCarthy means “beloved”—an irony on which I’ve been impaled for a long time now.

The stone with the Latin inscription isn’t the one kissed by tourists seeking the gift of the gab, the Stone of Eloquence, as it used to be called. The locals chose another slab in the wall, one that’s just accessible enough; they figured that if they hung the seekers of eloquence (or shameless flattery) upside down and held them by the ankles, they’d remember kissing the Blarney Stone. I like the available metaphor—eloquence turns everything on its head.

As to the original connection between blarney and eloquence, here are some versions, beginning with the oldest, which James Clare gave me.

Long, long ago, Blarney was a wild place, and it had a magical grove, atmospheric in mood, with haunting light, a place where Druids met at dawn on Midsummer Day. When the sun had cleared the horizon, it shone a finger of light into the heart of this grove. The ray came to rest on the ground in a golden triangle, from which a stone rose out of the earth, the same shape and color as the golden sunbeam.

Each Druid who stepped forward and kissed this stone found his eloquence increased. When the sunbeam retreated, the gold triangle of stone sank down into the earth again, and the Druids went off about their business, which was mostly talking.

One of the Druids was a MacCarthy, and one year he lied to the other Druids—he told them the solstice was a few days later that year. On the true morning, he stood there alone and when the golden triangle rose from the earth, he reached down, snatched it from the ground, and ran away home with it and became the chieftain of the tribe. That’s the stone on the wall of the castle, and that’s why everybody who kissed it grew eloquent. All this, you understand, is the gospel truth.

A later tale says that more recently a witch sauntered out of the mists one day and handed MacCarthy More, the Big MacCarthy, a heavy triangular stone.

“This,” she said, “will be the cornerstone of your family.” (They also say that she herself was a MacCarthy.)

They lived in wooden castles then, but obviously had the foresight to say, “Listen, boys, a day will come when we’ll build stone houses, so let’s hang on to this rock and use it later as a cornerstone.”

It took centuries more for the family to build stone walls, but the triangle was passed down the generations. When the time came to embed it in the wall of their castle, the famous Cormac decided that he’d trace the stone’s origins, and when he searched for the witch, he was told that she came from Tara, the province of the High King of Ireland, and that the slab was originally part of the Stone of Destiny that sat on Tara’s hill.

This stone formed a crucial part of prehistoric Ireland’s governance, because it identified impostors and pretenders. Every would-be king had to sit on the Stone of Destiny. If he was a fraud, a silence would fall; but when a rightful heir to a throne sat on it, the stone shrieked like a wild thing with joy at the new monarch.

One day, when the true High King was found, a bolt of lightning accompanied the shriek; it broke off a corner of the stone, and that was the triangle given to the MacCarthys by the witch. All this, you understand, is also true.

As to the origin of the word blarney, taken to mean lies and shameless flattery, that came from Queen Elizabeth I of England. (Her sobriquet the “virgin” queen might itself belong in the realms of blarney, by all accounts.) She’d ordered her envoy—who was also her lover—to acquire the loyalty and the lands of the MacCarthys. Every time the good ambassador tried to negotiate with the MacCarthys, they flattered him with a banquet in his honor, where they sang his praises and talked him out of his plan. To explain himself, his reports to the queen were long and wordy, and she said, referring to the MacCarthys, “This is all Blarney”—which in a sense it was.

End of Digression; now back to my own story, which, as it developed, had more than its share of blarney—the flattery that kills.
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Looking back, I now think that I grew up with the country. First, the rowdy infancy—we’d had a revolution in 1916, and a two-year guerrilla war that began in 1919. Then the age of reason, with agreements and treaties. Next, the first noisy childhood of the new state—and we certainly knew all about that. Then, the adolescent fights with parents and siblings—the Civil War.

When it ended, there was a sort of settling-down into a system, a maturing. In politics, as in life, those who want to be successful see the writing on the wall and, unless they want to be permanently unemployed and powerless, they get themselves organized.

Where democracy is an option, that pattern is familiar all over the world. Ireland still provides a tidy case history, because we modeled that pattern more or less exactly. Having at first thrown into turmoil the post-treaty debates about how we should govern ourselves, Mr. de Valera’s republicans strengthened and rallied voters behind them.

All through the 1920s, noisy and aggressive, they began to give the governing party of Mr. Cosgrave a run for its money—Dev even had fringe elements still threatening armed struggle. The government countered, shouting the word “sedition,” wondering aloud about an armed coup, striking fear. Mr. de Valera grew stronger and stronger in parliamentary and local polling, and in late 1931, he seemed at his strongest. And here was I, also fledgling, trying to grow up very fast, too fast. That, you understand, is hindsight again.

Now, given that interest in politics, you can imagine, can’t you, how excited I was to meet an actual parliamentary candidate? At that first meeting in the cottage, no alarm bells rang—or at least I was deliberately deaf to them, and a little overwhelmed by King Kelly. Therefore, despite how uneasy I was about the rental transaction—I thought he’d bullied Mother—I couldn’t wait to get to the cottage next day.

At ten o’clock in the morning, I set off. By then, as had become my habit when at home, I had checked Mother’s general condition, found out what was happening everywhere on the farm, eaten breakfast, read the paper, and done some more thinking about the “situation.”

I had plenty to think about: The Kelly women, they’ve left some kind of mark on me. I’ve never met their like—they’re mysterious. And I knew that they were exotic—I gathered from her photographs that Sarah had sparkled in the brilliance of New York, and I guessed that she and Venetia had outclassed the new style of Dublin. Can you imagine how they looked in the small towns of Munster, where fleas still hopped, where milk went sour when the sun came out?

My father, though, he doesn’t look happy; that was my next thought. Is he unhappy because he hasn’t got his familiar things around him? Or is he unhappy because he’s trying to put on a kind of new personality? He looked cold in his bones, and I don’t think he’s enjoying his food. I didn’t sense much nourishment in his life. Those clothes, they didn’t look right on him—or is that because I’ve never seen them before?

And that affable certainty that was his hallmark—that was gone. He seemed more hesitant, not exactly timorous, but he had less assurance about him, and he conducted himself, his hands, his face, his general expression and demeanor, as though struck by a kind of permanent half-shyness. That smile—it had an embarrassed tinge to it.

My thoughts kept switching between him and the two women: Which of them had captivated him? A blind man could have figured that they were mother and daughter—the same walk, the carriage of the head, the neck. But whereas I’d been entertained, so to speak, by Sarah, and she’d engaged in conversation with me very fully and generously, I had no clue as to Venetia’s personality.

As I finished breakfast and prepared to walk down to the cottage, I thought again of the face behind the scarf. And I stepped back like a man scalded. Of course! Of course! It all hangs together!

How is it that a fraction often tells the whole story? Synecdoche—the part represents the whole. How is it that a sliver of light illuminates a whole room? From no more than the glimpse of the person behind the scarf, I somehow knew that she with her eyes glowing at me, and her mother with the soft touch and deep welcome—they were King Kelly’s blood.

Would this man, therefore, if indeed he were connected to the people with whom my father had run away—would he be any good in getting my father to come home to us?

The innocence that I had then. Oh, the innocence.
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Those weren’t just trees in our woods, they were friends of mine. I loved our woodland, and I knew all the residents—they stood there, one-legged, cold in the winter, anxious in the damp and mists. In the coming summer I’d see them relaxed and so pleased with themselves in their new leaves. How often I visited them, just rambling, placing a hand on a trunk here, swinging from a branch there. I often helped them by clearing away their old bark and fallen debris, but I never ripped off a branch until I knew it to be truly dead. If I saw fungus I made sure to scrape it away—nasty stuff, and damaging, full of disease. (I met the human version that very morning.) If you’d dropped me blindfolded into that wood I could tell you where I’d landed, and I’d make my way simply by caressing tree after tree. We didn’t have woodpeckers, and I’d have hated it if we had—those beaks piercing the sweet bark.

The sun had emerged, that primrose sun we get along the river in winter, mild as a lamp shining in daylight. I came out of the trees and, despite the wet grasses, ignored the path and went straight across the fields to approach the cottage from the rear.

It had a small fence all around the front, enclosing a little garden, where Mother grew zinnias. There was a lilac tree to one side, large enough to give Miss Fay shade when she read out-of-doors in the summer. The rear of the cottage was reached abruptly—no fence, just the grass of the field running straight up to the wall and the back door, which was usually closed in winter but opened in the summer to let a breeze blow straight through the house.

As I skirted the corner I glanced in through the living-room window—and stopped. King Kelly was standing in the middle of the floor holding a gun. Next to him, with another rifle, stood a stranger, a man whose kind I’d never seen—stocky, very swarthy, hair gleaming black. I walked on past the window, pretending not to have seen, halted, didn’t know what to do, half-turned back, stopped.

A gun? Well, maybe the man—and Mr. Kelly—had come here for the shooting, for the abundant pheasants.

When I knocked on the closed door, I heard some quick shuffling from within. I waited, then knocked again. King Kelly opened the door and greeted me like a gale—he greeted bigger than anybody I’ve ever known.

“Come in! The very man I want to see! I was just sitting here thinking about you and our little appointment. Come in!”

He led the way into the empty living room; the gentleman with the oily black hair had disappeared.

“Sit down, sit down! Are you Benedict or Benjamin?”

“Benedict, sir.”

“Of course you are. The most distinguished name in the church. Did you know that Saint Benedict founded the most arduous order of monks ever seen? Oh, yes. I have great devotion to him myself. One of my favorite books is the account Saint Patrick wrote of Saint Benedict’s life. Oh, yes, I’ve even been to Rome to visit Saint Benedict’s first monastery; they’ve his body preserved there. God, he was a hard man, he was as hard as Hell’s doorstep. He used to flog his monks to within an inch of their lives—did you know that? And then pray with them, for he was a very devout man. That’s a great name you have, Benedict, a great name. And he was a wonderful athlete; by all accounts, he could run like the wind.”

Every word of this was a lie. One of my teachers was a devout man called Willie Dalton. “He prays like a flockin’ engine,” Billy Moloney said, because he used to approach the altar on Sundays and say, “Jesus, Willie is here.” My father observed, “And there was probably a voice from Heaven saying, ‘Jesus, I hope not.’”

Mr. Dalton often narrated to us the lives of the saints for whom we were named. Saint Benedict was one of his favorites. And I had visited with my parents the Benedictine Abbey of Glenstal in County Limerick, where we were given a tour by the abbot, who was the son of Mother’s cousin.

(The genealogical term for such a relative is “a first cousin once removed.” Every time the abbot’s name was mentioned, my father said, “A first-first-first cousin once removed is very difficult to replace.” Again, one of his oldest and most threadbare jokes.)

Therefore I knew that the order of Benedict—actually, there isn’t an “order;” there’s a Benedictine Rule—wasn’t in the same league as, say, the hair-shirted and silent Trappists; that Saint Patrick didn’t write the life of Benedict because Saint Patrick was dead long years before Benedict was born—it was Pope Gregory who wrote it; that Benedict was a quiet and thoughtful man who never raised a hand to anybody; that his first monastery (as such) wasn’t in Rome but farther south in Monte Cassino; and that his body wasn’t preserved.

From an early age I knew the name of every saint whose body was preserved anywhere in the world, and I knew the state of preservation, whether bones, leathery skin, or parchment. Call it a morbid interest if you like, but there it is.

And I’d never heard a word about Benedict being an athlete.

Knowing that I had just listened to a pack of lies from an adult, I sat down as bidden. King Kelly sat directly opposite me. From his pocket he took a cigar bigger than a rocket to the moon, and offered it to me. I didn’t know what to do, so I said, “I don’t smoke, thank you, sir.”

With silver cutters and elaborate match work, and more ceremony than you’d see from a priest saying Mass, he fiddled the cigar into life, blew a bonfire-size plume of smoke to the ceiling, bent forward, and looked straight into my eyes.

“Would you be prepared, Ben, to become a leader of men?”

I said, “I don’t know, sir.” And I added, “I’m very busy just at the moment.”

“If you want something done,” he said, “ask a busy man. This is a serious question.”

“I suppose, sir,” I said, “I’d have to know a little bit more before I could answer such a question honestly.”

“Hah!” He slapped his thigh hard. “There’s the word I was hoping for. ‘Honestly.’ Where would I be lucky enough to find a young man today who has that word in his vocabulary? ‘Honestly.’ Hah!”

James Clare told me something interesting one day; he said, “Whenever you hear somebody saying, ‘To be perfectly honest with you’—you can be sure they’re lying.” I wish I’d known it then, it would have helped me with this man facing me, a man who applauded needlessly my casual use of the word “honestly,” a man who looked like a huge toad with black hair in his ears.

Next, King Kelly said, “Ben, would you be prepared to die for your country?” He said it with the gravity of ages; he might have been reading the words from a stone tablet. “Ben, there are serious times coming. Serious times. A group of us, all like-minded men—we’re looking to be ahead of these times. And we’re looking for a young leader—a handsome, striking young man. He’ll be our standard-bearer.”

When I’m in difficulty I want to close my eyes. In fact, I feel them closing and it takes an extraordinary effort to keep them open. It began to happen at that moment—and what kept them open was a different physical reaction, the response I now know as fear.

The insides of my bones, where the marrow is, grew cold. My thighs chilled; so did my forearms under my sleeves; so did my neck. I ran my tongue against the back of my upper teeth; I felt my toes clench.

King Kelly reached forward and put a hand on my knee. My father had told me long ago, “There’s no-no-no need for any man anywhere to put his hand on your knee or connected regions, and if some fellow does, you should politely leave the room and say you have to see a man about a horse.” (This was much in keeping with my father’s style. When I asked him where babies came from, he told me this and only this: “It depends on the weather and the condition of the roads.”)

I sat back a little, not able to move my knee on account of the tightness with which it was now gripped. Apart from the prizefight in the garden, I had no experience of physical violence; school had been peaceful; my size had helped.

Keeping his hand on my knee, King Kelly said, “I won’t sing, but I’ll recite to you the words of a famous song about an ancestor of mine.” He arranged his face into what I assumed he considered a look of nobility, and said, “Tell me, who is that giant with gold curling hair, he who rides at the head of our band? Seven feet is his height with some inches to spare, and he looks like a king in command.”

Naturally I recognized it, as everybody in Ireland would have done: “Kelly of Killane,” a famous ballad about one of the Wexford leaders in the 1798 rebellion.

“Ben, listen to me. John Kelly of Killane was my great-grandfather.”

This too, I reckoned, must be a lie; John Kelly was executed before he was twenty and, as every schoolboy knew, the yeomen soldiers of England used his head as a football in the streets of Wexford.

King Kelly squeezed my knee harder, and released me.

“The world, Ben,” he said, “is often a dark place, and into that darkness we have to bring light. Do you understand me?”

“Yes, sir.”

“And it’s given, Ben, to only a few to be the bearers of that light. Do you understand me?”

“Yes, sir.”

“A true leader has to be a big man. Big. Strong. Kind. Moral. A man of decency.” King Kelly pushed back his chair, stood up, and began to pace the floor. “Like you, Ben. You’re a big, strong, kind young man. You’ll make a great leader. Like my great-grandfather, John Kelly of Killane.”

I rose from my chair and said, “Sir, I only came down to tell you that I couldn’t stay long.”

He looked at me with an eye so calculating and dangerous that I felt the first reaches of a vomiting impulse.

“Come over here to me,” he said, standing in the middle of the room, his chest puffed out like a vile monarch’s, his pale eyes glittering like a seagull’s.

I didn’t go over to him; I made a little feeble wave, said, “Good-bye, sir,” got to the door and out into the air, and didn’t calm down until I reached my lovely, familiar wood and was able to hug my friends the trees.

Within an hour I went back on the road. My quest to bring my father home suddenly felt even more urgent.
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Once again, I had no plan. My general feeling was that I should head to Charleville. Assuming that he’d still be there, what could I say to him, what would we talk about? Suppose I didn’t talk to him about the “situation”? Suppose we talked only about politics?

Back at the house, Mother had asked nothing about my visit to King Kelly. Anyway I had made up my mind to lie, say he wanted to know about milk and eggs and such things—and I wasn’t going to say a word about my belief that he had a connection to the traveling show. How I loathed deceiving her!

In Charleville, I saw my father on the street. The sight arrested me—not because he was doing anything wrong or awkward, but because he was sitting on a bench reading the newspaper, and he looked as though he might have been doing this all his life—gone out in the morning, bought the paper, and read it on this same bench.

In those days people still came out of their houses to look at a motorcar. A small crowd had gathered by the time I’d parked. Over his pages my father looked at me and the car and the half-dozen people and didn’t move, and I knew that he wouldn’t. I sensed that he wasn’t necessarily waiting for me to go sit beside him.

When all the questions had been answered, and the people and the children had dispersed, I walked to where he sat.

“Were they looking for the handlebars?” he said.

I laughed; this was a spark of him as he used to be.

“How are you?” I said to him.

“D’you know,” he said, “that you can make your teeth three shades whiter in three days?” He showed me an advertisement for a toothpaste called Kolynos. “I suppose that’d be a shade a day.”

“Where’s the show tonight?” I said.

He said, “Here’s good news,” and read an advertisement. “‘Switzers’ millinery buyer has returned and a lovely selection of new spring hats is now ready in their millinery department, including a large variety of sports and afternoon models, some of which are quite inexpensive.’”

He began to fold the newspaper; then he turned to me. I hope he doesn’t cry again, was my thought.

“Ben.” About to say something, he stopped himself. “I have to go now.” He touched my hand for a split second.

I sat while he rose. From the bench I watched him as he made his way down the street and crossed to the house where he was staying, where I had stayed. There’s a lot you can tell about a man from his rear view, and my father that morning had as large a burden on his shoulders as I had ever seen him or anybody have to bear.

Feeling that I’d see him again soon, I waited. Once again I was hit hard with the thought Nothing about this makes sense. Not at that moment in my life anyway, when I as yet had no knowledge of blinding passion, the kind that makes you feel as though you’ve gone red behind the eyes. No, it didn’t make sense because I’d observed my parents with the acute focus of an only child.

Through all the phases of early childhood, puberty, and adolescence I’d watched them consciously and unconsciously. Since the Catastrophe, I’d been reviewing what I’d seen. And I knew—or thought I did—a great deal about their relationship, how fond they were of each other. No decent man speculates aloud on what happens in his parents’ marriage bed, so I shan’t. But their banter gave a clue as to their deep affection.

As small children do, I asked my father one evening, “Did you propose to Mother?”

“I did,” he said. “I went down on one knee so often that I have a bad leg.”

Turning to her, I said, “And did you say yes immediately?”

My father interrupted. “She did not. She turned me down like a bedspread.”

Mother laughed, and I went away from the exchange so encouraged by my ability to please them both that I often asked thereafter about their early life and courtship.

“Did you bring her flowers?”

“Yes. Her father’s goat ate them.”

More laughter from Mother.

“Did you bring her chocolates?”

“Yes,” he said, “and I was gentleman enough to point out that the hard ones were the ones with the teeth marks.”

“Is that true, Mother?”

She’d shake her head, still laughing, and say, “Not quite—but I always counted them when I opened the box.”

As I sat there on that street bench, disturbed not so much by these memories as by the contrast with them that I had now been witnessing, I saw Mrs. Haas. She was walking backward out of a shop that was half bar and half grocery. A bald man in an apron walked out too. She was facing him and remonstrating; he was spreading his hands in helpless appeal, and she moved back in toward the door and stabbed him in the chest with her finger. I swear that I saw him wince.

He went back inside, reappeared, and like a man with a peace offering handed Mrs. Haas a glass bowl of eggs. Mrs. Haas took them and flounced away back along the street toward the house to which my father had gone. Although she seemed agitated, she too looked as if she belonged here. I was the one who felt out of place.

My father had a saying: “When you have nothing to do—do nothing. It’s often good for you.” That morning, I can’t say that I had nothing to do; in fact I had the biggest task of my life facing me. But I couldn’t do much, other than wait and watch.

In the cold beginnings of 1932, sitting on a bench in the middle of a small town in Ireland felt like sitting and watching the surface of a pond. Interesting things were hinted at on the surface, but nothing much moved. Now and then a blurt of activity broke out—a woman emptying a bucket of water into the street, a man wearing a tweed cap cycling past.

If this is humankind, what did the Creator have in mind? That this place too, these people, should have a reckoning on the Last Day? Very difficult, I often think, to reconcile a Grand Universal Plan with the almost imperceptible life of a small town in Ireland.

Fifteen minutes or so after Mrs. Haas went into the house, a traveling-show truck appeared around from the lane beside the house, with my father alone at the wheel. I guessed that he’d enjoy that. He didn’t drive past me; he headed out of town, and I followed. It’s open countryside; some of the roads have hills; the trees were bare; I could easily keep track; and I stayed back as far as I could to avoid being detected by him.

We reached the town of Croom without seeing another human being. I soon understood the reason. A crowd had gathered on the main street for an election rally. At this time of day? Rallies usually took place in the evening or on Sunday mornings outside church gates. I should have guessed; this was a Blarney rally.

They had turned out in hundreds. All week the newspapers had been hailing him: DUMMY IS BEST CANDIDATE, SAY VOTERS, and WE’LL VOTE FOR THE DUMMY, and ELECT THE DUMMY—YOU WON’T NOTICE THE DIFFERENCE, and COSGRAVE, DE VALERA, BLARNEY—WHICH ONE’S THE DUMMY?

Blarney himself reveled in it. He sat on Venetia’s knee and glittered at the crowd, his mouth a red slash in the sunlight, his hat askew, his eyes wicked. I pushed to the side of the gathering, as near as I could to the farm cart on which Venetia sat; no sign of my father.

“Tell me now,” Blarney was saying. “Would you vote for a man as dull as Cosgrave? Or as tall as de Valera? I mean voting for a dull man could give you indigestion—he’d be hard and lumpy to swallow. Voting for a tall man is a bad thing. They’re only useful if you want something down off a high shelf. A tall man will always talk down to you. Which is worse—a dull man or a tall man?”

They loved it; they lapped it up. Blarney’s head swiveled this way and that, smiling, smiling.

A heckler spoke up. “Better than a dummy.”

“Who said that?” said Blarney.

I could see the heckler and I thought he’d made a mistake; never get smart with a comedian. The man had a large, bulbous nose, fodder for a cartoonist.

“Well, now,” said Blarney to him, “aren’t you the smart man? Well, Mr. Smart Man, I’m going to give you a nickname that’ll stick to you for the rest of your life.”

Nothing can be more enjoyable to an Irishman than the objective spectacle of malice; meaning, as long as we’re not the butt of it, we love it. The crowd murmured a collective gloat, and Blarney glittered at the unfortunate heckler.

“What’s your real name?” Blarney asked. The man didn’t answer.

Naturally, somebody answered for him; “He’s Mick O’Brien.”

“Hey-ho, Mr. Mick O’Brien. I’m looking at your nose now—” And Blarney stared, then turned to the crowd and started to laugh. He laughed so infectiously that the entire crowd joined in. I watched Mr. O’Brien, and he didn’t laugh.

“The nose!” said Blarney, wheezing through his helpless laughter. “The nose! Did you ever see anything like it?” He paused, collected himself, and said, “A nose like that didn’t come from a father. A nose like that didn’t come from a mother. A nose like that came from”—he paused—“a nose like that came from a distillery!”

The crowd laughed and laughed.

“And so, Mr. Smart Man Mick O’Brien, I here and now and hereby and thereby name you Bottle O’Brien.”

As many as thirty years later, staying in Charleville one night, I heard that story retold in a public house. The name had lived as long as the man.
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For the moment, and in that election, that was the last I heard of Blarney’s campaigning. He made an appearance that night in Croom, and again, by all accounts, they packed the hall. I didn’t go there. That afternoon, I followed my father on foot to the show, and hung around waiting for him to come out. Venetia had disappeared in their car after Blarney’s “campaign rally,” and as I saw her go I fancied that this gave me a chance for some time alone with my father.

He reappeared, and I walked to greet him. But as I did so he once again held both hands in front of him like a man fending off an attack and ran back into the hall. Chagrined beyond words, I retreated to the car.

When I recovered, I made up my mind to get firmer about this entire matter. I drove back to Charleville and went straight to the house where I’d stayed, where I’d met Sarah Kelly, where I’d breakfasted with my father. Now I would wait for him there and bring this matter to a head.

Mrs. Haas answered the door and greeted me as though I were a man she hoped to marry. She didn’t know that I had questions to ask.

“Come in! Come in! Ve’re all alone, they haff flown, they haff flown away to anywhere!”

She led the way into the kitchen and began at once to prepare food.

“You must be hungry; all big strong young men are hungry; if I had a son, he vould be as fat as the balloon.”

For my first ten minutes there she talked all the time—the energy in her speech, the sheer vigor. I, however, felt a little apprehensive, as though I’d burgled somebody’s house—and I had no plans in place to explain myself should Sarah or Venetia return. My father, I figured, would stay in that hall until the show had performed, packed up, and moved on.

Mrs. Haas told me that Sarah and “Wenetia” loved each other “like the twins.” They wore each other’s clothes, they rehearsed each other’s lines. When one had a pain, the other had it too: “Miles apart they haff the pain, not that they are ever too many miles apart.” They ate the same food, used the same soap, disliked the same people. “Disliking is a better guide than liking,” said Mrs. Haas, as she cooked the best eggs that I’ve ever eaten. “Nutmeg,” she told me, “just a little; it fights with the salt of the ham in the mixedy-up eggs.”

She brought the food to the table—the eggs, the long strips of fried potato, the hot apple bread, of which I ate so much that I felt disgraceful. Suddenly I was strengthened—less defeated, stronger than at any time in the wretched few weeks since this business had begun.

“Is Mr. Kelly—King Kelly—is he the father of, is he the grandfather—”

Before I could finish she turned on me. “No! Ve vill not talk about him. Not him.”

And then, in one burst of speech, Mrs. Haas changed the subject—and at the same time energized me and altered my plan of the day.

“Oh, tomorrow vill be such a furious day,” she said. “It vill begin furious, and go on furious, and end furious, they vill all be furious. The father, he must go to wote. And your own father, he must be taken to your place to wote. And my Sarah has to go to Dublin to wote and with her my Wenetia and that vill take many hours. I must make the food for the car.”

Whew! I sat back. Point by point I walked her through it. Yes, it was Mr. Thomas A. Kelly, and yes, he had rented a cottage not too far away, and he is “Sarah’s father and little Wenetia’s grandfather,” and my father would be back in our village at ten o’clock in the morning, because the plan was to go to the polling booth at Charleville to see King Kelly vote, and to see Blarney there too, and urge people to vote for him, then drive my father to vote, and then go to Dublin in time to vote before the polls closed at nine o’clock in the evening.

And yes, yes! Mr. Thomas A. Kelly was running against the ventriloquist’s doll Blarney. What on earth was going on in that family?

As I was hearing all this information, I heard the noise, as of fingernails, rapidly on canvas. By now Mrs. Haas had finished cooking and had come to the table, where she sat opposite me. She kicked off her shoes and away she went, scratching like a truffle hound.
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Synecdoche: taking the part for the entire. I will now use synecdoche because I want you to know the kind of country, in particular the social culture of the Irish countryside, that came out to vote in that election. It was homogeneous and undramatic. Here I can kill a number of birds with one stone. That’s a dry epithet, you’ll see, because to describe the general I’m going to tell you about three women in particular: Mother’s friends Mollie May Holmes, Joan Hogan, and Kitty Cleary.

As well as typifying the population on whom our democracy was built, they were the kind of people Mother couldn’t face in this new shame. She couldn’t face their strength—which lay in their ordinariness. They all belonged to a world where this kind of thing didn’t happen.

Mollie May Holmes lived four miles away, also a farmer’s wife. She and Mother met every few months, usually after an exchange of letters through the post, blue envelopes with, in Mollie May’s case, even bluer ink.

In winter they met in town, a cup of tea and some seedcake, at Kiely’s bakery on a Friday afternoon. On summer Sunday afternoons, they met on the riverbank at a point two miles from Mollie May’s house and two miles from ours. There, on the grass, they had a picnic and what they both called “a good old chat.”

They’d been to school together since the age of four; each held back only the secrets that would embarrass the other. They cooked for their families, they knitted, they darned socks and the elbows of sweaters; they looked after elderly parents, if need be, and never complained. Their husbands also knew each other, cordially but not well. My father liked Joe Holmes but never thought much about him.

Joan Hogan lived nearer and shared a birthday with Mother, not that birthdays received much attention. Mrs. Hogan wore “the worst clothes in the county,” according to Mother, but she “baked like an angel.” She also had a laugh that made all others laugh, a kind of helpless whoop that she couldn’t stop once it started.

Unlike Mollie May Holmes, Joan Hogan hadn’t been schooled beyond the age of fourteen. She always came to our house, Mother never went to hers, and so far as I know they never met in town. It strikes me now that Mother might have been ashamed to meet Joan Hogan in public, with her stringy hair, her thick glasses, and always a hem of slip or petticoat dragging and dipping below her skirt.

I liked best the third friend of Mother’s, the one my father called “the Cherub.” Her name was Kitty Cleary. From a family as poor as any we knew, she had a round, pretty face and a good heart, which took her up a significant notch socially—she married into a strong farm.

“Not, of course, as strong as ours,” Mother would say when telling the tale of Kitty’s courtship, “but a good deal better than what she came from.” Her clothes didn’t come from fashion plates either.

These three women came to know one another through having Mother in common. The mutual understanding of all four never had to be spoken, with their sensible shoes (on their farms they wore rubber boots most of the time), their undramatic (to put it kindly) dress sense, and their shared concerns—family, farmwork, placation and management of husband, and launching of children into the world as safely as possible.

Their responsibilities occupied their entire lives. They never spent time on themselves; they had little vanity and few cosmetics. For entertainment they had neighbors’ visits, to and fro, with perhaps once or twice a year a dance in the local hall or a picnic by the river.

Tragedy came by in its casual way. Joan Hogan and Kitty Cleary had both suffered stillborn infants, as did Mother; Mollie May Holmes’s mother-in-law, who lived with them, had been an interfering harridan. She then went mad overnight, but the son wouldn’t let his mother be taken into an institution, so Mollie May Holmes’s red hair turned an astonishing shade of white almost in a week from coping with the mad old woman.

Also, and so important, these women voted. They were the electorate.

James Clare had a friend, Patrick Kavanagh, a poet from County Monaghan, whose name is now famous. Kavanagh was about ten years older than me, and after a slow and disbelieved beginning he eventually acquired a fine reputation.

An awkward man, with a harsh voice and a dire lack of hygiene, he had a morose air. Since he was a consumptive, it was said that his days in a tuberculosis clinic had made him morbid. But I know the countryside up there in the north whence he hailed. He himself called it “stony, gray soil;” it’s a hard territory, poor land, that part of Monaghan, and a man who came from farming stock there was born into disappointment.

Behind that grumpy and unhygienic exterior hummed a soul as strong and sweet-sounding as a good engine. When I first met him, and for many years afterward, I assumed—and others made the same mistake—that Kavanagh was a “provincial,” that is to say, he was a regional poet, not much above the level of gravestone verse for local newspapers. What I didn’t yet know—being too callow then—was that his poetic spirit had the power of the ancients.

And here’s the point. Kavanagh became a voice for those who knew the essence of small things. One poem above all states his thesis. “I have lived,” he wrote, “in important places, times / When great events were decided.”

His “great events” had to do with quarrels over half-acres of land, quarrels that became fights, family feuds, tiny local wars over the ownership of “half a rood of rock, a no-man’s land.” He saw these men with their “pitchfork-armed claims” as Homeric, as great and tragic as the Greeks, and he described how Homer’s ghost whispered to him, and told him that Homer “made the Iliad from such a local row.”

Kavanagh called the poem, all fourteen lines of it, “Epic,” and once I had heard the sonnet from James Clare and then read it—and it was one of those days when you remembered everything about the moment, where you were, who was nearby, what you were eating, what clothes you wore—I felt something powerful and relieving. In the small, the poem said, is also the great.

What, therefore, would the poet Kavanagh have made of Mother’s friends? What would Shakespeare have made of them? Probably what Shakespeare made of similar country people in rural England.

Mrs. Haas’s information led me to a decision. I set out in the car after I had eaten. Before going home to prepare for my job next day as polling clerk, I called upon each of Mother’s friends.

“Delicate” is the word; that’s how they were with me. None broached the subject until I did—yet each began by asking, “And how’s your mother?” They knew—but they didn’t say so. Nobody spoke out of turn—by which I mean none of them criticized my father, or passed judgment. I’d been afraid—especially of Joan Hogan, who had a lacerating tongue; yet she proved almost the kindest.

My time with them varied; Mollie May Holmes had responsibilities. Her husband and their help had gone over to Callan to buy a wheel rake and they weren’t expected back until very late, so she had calves to feed and some cows to milk—not all had gone winter-dry. Joan Hogan seemed keenest to talk, but held back bravely the gossipy questions that I sensed she’d have liked to ask. The Cherub, Kitty Cleary, blushed when she looked at me (she always did that); she was the youngest of the three and the one who insisted that I eat something.

All heard my story with respect. I told it plainly—that my father had suddenly left home, that he had run away with a road show of actors, that my mother’s state slipped lower and lower on a daily basis, and that I’d been sent to bring my father home and had had no success. Tomorrow, I told them, he would be at the school at around ten o’clock in the morning. If they were going to vote anyway, could they please vote around ten o’clock, be there when my father arrived, and see whether they could hold any sway over him?

All agreed, even though all asked the same question: “Will your mother be there?” I told them that as yet I hadn’t decided to tell her and that I’d ask her to vote much later. All said, “Good.”
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One election looks and feels much like another—or so goes the assumption.

Not in 1932. We knew we were in an election the way a dog knows he’s in a fight. The comings and goings in the schoolyard, the last-minute canvassing, the posters, the handbills, the handshakes. Inside the school, the air crackled around our heads. Excited about the event, but nervous as a kitten, afraid of what was about to happen, I sat there—but I did my job.

I hadn’t slept well. My mind raced with a sense that I’d gone to her friends behind Mother’s back—and yet I felt that if she knew my father was coming into the village, there could be only two possibilities. Either she’d be there and confront him, and cause a scene that would later make her shrink into deeper embarrassment, or she wouldn’t come out to vote, and she’d seclude herself so far down in her “vale of melancholy” that it would take me days to dig her out.

I knew that I was gambling—gambling that she wouldn’t hear that my father had come back to vote. There was no doubt in my mind that the parish knew the story by now and talked of little else. Someone might tell her—or might not.

When I boiled it down in the small hours of the morning, my bigger fear, therefore, was the possibility of a scene—a scene with bystanders. And that was a chance I simply couldn’t take; I couldn’t risk exposing her—and, in truth, him—to any spontaneous histrionics.

Plus, the Kelly women would be sitting there waiting for him in their elegant, shining car. This could explode.

Always early for everything all my life, I reached the school at half past eight. I was as tense as a wire but luckily we had some setting up to do. The individual polling booths had arrived and needed to be arranged—six of them, on tables and large desks, tall, folding, oblong three-sided boxes, each with a cloth curtain. Voters would reach head and shoulders through this curtain and, thus shaded from view, fill in the ballot paper with the pencils we had chained to the booths.

Our system was and remains a multi-seat constituency—every county elects a number of representatives to the Parliament in Dublin. Some counties, according to size, are classified as three-seaters, some four, some five; we were three.

This voting, based on proportional representation, gave people a choice—one, two, and three, in the order of your choice. When the first candidate was elected, his remaining number-one votes were then distributed to the next most popular, and so on, until the seats were filled.

To foreigners this has always seemed complicated. To a population accustomed to working out bets on horse and dog races—the complicated mathematics of doubles, cross trebles, bets, and accumulators—child’s play.

For the first hour my heart filled my mouth. Then—and I should have known his promptness—my father arrived at precisely ten o’clock. I heard the car, which he must have loved; by now I knew the model—a Daimler, high as a church, smooth as a priest. From where I sat I could see through the porch window into the yard. And I could hear loud talk—some canvasser greeted him and got an equally hearty reply.

He came to the door—and froze. When he saw me he put his hand to his mouth like a man about to swear but stopping himself, turned on his heel, and left. Mr. O’Dwyer saw it, grasped the oddity, looked at me inquiringly, and I blushed. I said nothing. What could I say? “Oh, my father’s embarrassed because he thinks I’ll try to persuade him to leave his actress and come home”? Or “Oh, my father’s embarrassed because he doesn’t want to talk to me on account of what I know about him and he thinks now that he can never get away from me”?

I saw and heard the car pull away. Within the space of minutes, and one by one, Mollie May Holmes, Kitty Cleary, and Joan Hogan walked through the door. The first two whispered to me, “Is he here?”

I whispered back, “He came, didn’t vote, and left.”

Joan Hogan had seen him and smiled. “’tis the car he’s after.” Which made me laugh—from relief, because a crisis had been averted.
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The 1932 general election made history. Mr. de Valera gained a substantial number of parliamentary seats on his main rivals, Mr. Cosgrave’s party, and became the biggest group in the house. Though five seats short of an overall majority, he had enough support from minor parties to declare that he’d govern. We didn’t know how the wind was blowing until the end of the week, and we had to wait until the Tuesday of the following week, the twenty-third, to read that the government had decided to go into opposition and give Mr. de Valera “a free hand,” as they put it.

Our election day in the village turned out as expected. We had no trouble, as other polling stations did, no fistfights, no threats with guns, no assaults on election staff (for which I was grateful).

My own high point came at four o’clock, when Mother arrived—accompanied by Joan Hogan, to whom Mr. O’Dwyer said, “Voting again, Joan?” and she replied (she wasn’t a petite lady), “A woman my size needs two votes.”

Joan, I would learn, had behaved as though nothing had happened and had called upon Mother, who behaved impeccably and, I thought, with something of a flourish. She had dressed with great care and I hadn’t seen her look as well since the Catastrophe began. I asked for her name, and she addressed me as “sir”—which meant that some kind of energy had returned. Or that she was putting a brave face on things.

She didn’t linger; she voted, pressed the paper through the slot in the old black tin box, and left with a smile to Mr. O’Dwyer and me. Was she acting? Who can say? I was by now so generally pressed that I hadn’t had the time or the energy to scrutinize her on my visits home; I was exhausted.

And when I went home that evening I found a situation that puzzled me. Mother had a kind of acolyte, a girl from Kilross named Mary Lewis, whom I knew slightly, an insincere hanger-on, with a calf’s nature and—I have to say—pretty as a flower. Mother spoke of her with notable warmth, and Mary Lewis often hung around the house.

When I came in from the yard, I found Mary Lewis sitting in the porch. She rose and stood in the doorway. Something about her bothered me; she had a listless nature, she half-sauntered, half-slouched, but once or twice, I had seen her when she thought nobody was observing her, and she had a much swifter, brisker demeanor.

One morning in particular, when I was at my window—this was long before my father had left—I overheard her below talking to Large Lily, who told her that Mother was down in the garden. Mary Lewis said that she’d wait—but as I looked down she took a mirror from her purse, groomed her face and hair with a sharp purpose, and then walked more purposefully than I had ever seen her do.

From my window I can see all the way down to the garden walls, although the hedges conceal anybody on that path from any other view. Mary Lewis walked like a soldier until within ten feet of the garden gate, when she slowed down and resumed her coy saunter.

Billy Moloney hated her.

“D’you know her crowd? Flockin’ liars, the whole flockin’ family. Her oul’ fella—he’d plámás the hind end off a flockin’ donkey.” (Plámás, the Irish word for “sweet-talk,” is pronounced plaw-maws.)

“Don’t you like her, Billy?”

“No, I don’t flockin’ like her. Nor her father—he has a filthy mouth on him. And I’ll tell you somethin’ else. Lily don’t flockin’ like her, and Lily knows flock-all.”

He flung some more manure into the cart. My father said that for Christmas Billy gave Lily a perfume named “Dung.” And Mother said that Lily wore it.

Soon I came to dislike Mary Lewis too. Late one beautiful summer morning, I’d heard her argue with Mother in the orchard. The ground wore a carpet of blossom and I could still see the cobwebs of the night reaching in jeweled swags from branch to branch. Mother had gone down to tell the bees that Matty, the aged dog, had at last died. (We kept three beehives and we observed the ancient tradition of telling the bees everything that went on in the family. I never found out whether she told them of my father’s antics. Billy Moloney was barred from going near the hives because bees dislike bad language.)

From where the pear trees bunch too closely, I heard voices. One was Mother’s: “Mary, I gave you a lot of money last week. Now where did that go? H’m?” And the “h’m,” with its rising inflection, told me of Mother’s annoyance.

I went cautiously forward and saw them. Doe-eyed, fluttering, voluptuous Mary Lewis had her arms around Mother’s neck. Mother seemed awkward but not as awkward as I wanted her to be. I stepped back several feet and called. By the time I reached them, the two women stood well apart and Mary Lewis simpered at me again, as she did all the time.

Now, as I greeted her in our porch, Mother overheard and emerged from somewhere.

“Mary’s going to work for that Mr. Kelly down in the cottage,” she said.

I didn’t like that at all.

That encounter took place, as I say, on election night. I didn’t stay to talk; after some food I went to bed and slept until nine o’clock next day. I didn’t ask if Mary Lewis had stayed the night—I didn’t have to; Large Lily told me.

“That one is gone,” she said, as she slammed down my breakfast. “Good riddance to bad rubbish. Her and her face. You’d think butter wouldn’t melt in her mouth. Nor anywhere else on her and she a walking strap.”

Here’s the translation: “Her and her face” means “She thinks she’s so pretty.” The butter reference signifies pretended innocence, and in this case, morality. A “walking strap” is a prostitute; Lily didn’t like Mary Lewis either.

During the voting I had taken the occasional idle few minutes to map out the rest of my week. Nobody expected a conclusive result soon, but some constituencies put on more vote counters than others. North Cork, in which Mr. Kelly and Blarney were candidates, expected to declare early.

I resolved to be there, assuming that my father would put in an appearance. With the usual frantic exhortations coming from Mother, I packed my suitcase and would have felt much wearier had I not been so interested in the election.

And I wanted to find out more about Mr. Kelly. Think of the circumstances; here he was, now living on our land, and my father had run off with the man’s granddaughter. All kinds of alarm bells were ringing in my head; and when I added Mary Lewis to the picture I began to feel that we had opened our doors—in my father’s absence—to people who shouldn’t be trusted.

That was Wednesday, the day after voting; the headlines said, QUIETEST ELECTION DAY ON RECORD followed by REMARKABLE RUSH TO THE BOOTHS. By “quietest” they meant “most decorous,” because, as they went on to suggest, this was the largest turnout in history—they estimated a 90 percent poll. The newspaper believed that “the mood of the people was in keeping with the glorious weather conditions that prevailed.”

They were counting the votes for Mr. Kelly and Blarney in the town of Fermoy, on the lovely river Blackwater. The Daimler told me where the count was going on; I saw it outside an official-looking building, the only car in town until I arrived.

I parked the Alvis out of sight, several hundred yards away, and walked back to the town hall. Inside the door I met my father; he sat on a table, with a suitcase beside him. I knew what I was looking at—he was in charge of the dummy.

I’ve never liked clowns; they trouble me, and they’re not funny. And I used to dislike ventriloquism dolls, found them unsettling too. Nor did I find it very dignified that my father, my well-respected father, to whom so many farmers came for technical advice on grain crops, on which he was thought something of an expert, and who was known nationally when it came to caring for dairy cows, should be sitting here in a small town forty miles from home looking after a wooden dummy.

When I see a ventriloquist at work today, or when I speak to people about the phenomenon, I often uncover fear.

Is it the highly painted face or the hinged mouth or the leering eye or the smart-aleck demeanor—or the combination of them all? I think that it also has something to do with this grotesque object being given our gifts and then looking superior to us.

The doll, you’ll note, always knows more than the master. Have you ever seen a ventriloquist whose dummy was, well, dumb? I haven’t, nor do I expect to, not that I seek out ventriloquists and their dummies—I am, in fact, finished with that sector of the world and hope never to be obliged to revisit it.

But my acquaintance with Blarney sent me tracing his origins. Here’s another Very Brief Digression. Let’s call it Relatively Important.

Ventriloquy has an ancient, shamanic root, and one of its most powerful exercises took place in Greece’s great pre-Christian shrine of Delphi. There, a priest ascended by a hidden stairway into a hollow statue of the god Apollo. In answer to the prayers of the multitudes, he spoke as though he were indeed the very voice of Apollo. In other words, the voice was used to trick people, to generate belief, to cow people into thinking that a god was speaking—in other words, trickery.

I dug further and found out a great deal as to how “throwing the voice”—ventriloquy, speaking from the belly—was used in other religions. It even had a satanic connotation in the Middle Ages.

All of this is knowledge that I acquired many years after the fact, essentially when I began to put this entire story together. Slowly but surely I came to understand how appropriate it was that a ventriloquist’s dummy should run for political office. And perform the other stunts that I saw from Blarney.

My father looked embarrassed; he knew that I’d seen the suitcase, and he shifted to try to obscure it with his bulk.

“Very-very-very exciting, isn’t it?” he said.

“Have they started counting?”

I’d begun to detect a change in myself—I was developing irritation with him, anger. Serious matters that have no reasons bring dismay, and I hadn’t yet found sufficient explanation for his behavior because I hadn’t yet spoken a word with the object of his madness.

The door from the hall opened and Sarah appeared. She smiled when she saw me; she lit up like the sun coming out, stepped across the hallway, and took me into her arms.

Boys of eighteen in the rural Ireland of those days didn’t get hugged by ladies. Not at all, not even by their mothers. Mother hadn’t embraced me since I was little—after puberty she certainly kept her distance. And I didn’t have any older sisters, among whose friends such huggings might have arisen.

That morning I felt like a man who had fallen into a fabled pool. I’d never touched the bodies of others except in the contact sports of school and parish—our game of Gaelic football combines elements of rugby and soccer; our game of hurling looks as though it mixes hockey and homicide. My experience of the body of another had never been anything but hard and muscular; in fact, I had hugged more animals than humans.

Every part of me that was touched by Sarah’s hug resonated. My cheek, where she’d pressed her face, glowed like a fire at sea. Down the length of my frame, instant life sprang up, and new memory faculties came into play, to hold on to what had just happened. My body would retain forever, I believed, the sense of that tall softness pressing into me. And my nose would never be the same after that aroma of far-off lands.

She stepped back and looked at me as a trainer looks at a racehorse. She wore a necklace of diamonds hard and bright as the Arctic.

“Harry, he’s a beautiful young man,” she said to my father. I held her gaze—I don’t know how, but I did. The process, as I now know, had begun—of drawing me in, and then in further. It escalated within seconds—because next through the door came Professor Fay, small, fat, and sweating, even though it was still only the middle of February.

“Professor, isn’t Ben beautiful?”

By now Sarah, as she did when I first met her, had folded her hands over mine as though I were a saint and she a supplicant. To this day I relish that moment. Inconsistent of me, I know, but I loved every sensation of it then; I love it even more now.

Sarah looked at my father again. “Harry, I suppose you have to stay here?”

She turned back to me, and spoke a deal more respectfully than she’d spoken to my father.

“The professor and I mean to have an early lunch. You’ll come with us, Ben?”
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They led me to a hotel just down the street; I didn’t have enough discrimination to say whether it was a good hotel. People thronged the bar and the hall. We sought a quieter place, so they took us to an upstairs lounge.

I asked for steak; Sarah flattered me by saying, “That’s a good idea,” and ordered the same, as did Profesor Fay. He also ordered a cognac. For the waitress with the open mouth he had to yield and say, “Brandy.”

Professor Fay leaned back and said to Sarah, “And of course Ben has met your esteemed father.”

“Oh, my goodness!” said Sarah, not unlike what I was thinking myself. “How did you get on with him?”

Professor Fay butted in. “Famously by all accounts. Famously. By all accounts. Your father loved him. Your father loved him.”

Sarah said, “At least he was born in this wonderful country.”

“But so were you, my dear, so were you.”

“My father and mother came back here so that I’d be born Irish,” Sarah said to me. “I wish I’d done that with Venetia”—and thus began my first instruction in the lives of the Kellys; that’s when I heard about the mythic New Year birth in the blizzards of New York; “She sprang from the womb and waved to the crowd.”

Whatever the subsequent awfulness, I look back on that meeting as magical. Sarah, with no self-consciousness that I could observe—and I was staggered by her lack of what Mother called “essential modesty”—said to Professor Fay, “I wish that you could have seen me when Venetia was born. D’you remember what Venetia looked like about ten years ago? I was even more beautiful.”

“Of course you were, of course you were.”

What does one do about a man with halitosis? Every time Professor Fay said anything I had to lean back in my chair. No wonder his sister sucked mints all day long.

We ate our food. Sarah and Professor Fay talked to me as though I were massively important. I remember thinking, They want to get me on their side, but I dismissed the thought. For what possible reason could they have needed me?

Oh, the naïveté of the young!

After almost an hour, their attentions were interrupted by the arrival of the show—or some of them. First came Michael the acrobat, thinner in real life than on the stage. I thought, There isn’t enough room for him to turn a cartwheel in here. When he spoke I understood why they gave him so few lines onstage; he had a girl’s voice.

“I detect vittles,” he said; I never heard him speak again.

Behind him came the neckless man. Dressed in aged corduroy, he held his waistband to his body by means of a striped necktie. He looked all around the room as he spoke—in other words, never off the stage; he had the voice of a grave and considered patrician.

“We are well met here, are we not?” he said. I didn’t have the faintest idea what he meant; I never would understand anything he said.

No sign of my father; would he be the next to arrive? Not that it mattered; at that moment Venetia appeared. I, as taught by Mother, stood up. This caused a delighted outcry from Sarah: “The manners—oh, my!”

Venetia again wore a scarf that day, but only around her neck, and in that first instant I saw every particle of her face. The light eyes held mine; I, naturally, caved in first and looked away—to where I can’t say. My mind froze.

To this day I never have met anybody who has looked at me in the same wonderful way.

“Ben,” she said. “Isn’t that your name?”

I stood there, nodding stupidly. We had collection boxes in pubs and churches where the saint bobbed his head in gratitude when you slipped in a coin; I nodded like that.

What happened next? I suddenly felt crowded out, and somewhat overwhelmed. Thanking Professor Fay for the food and offering to pay for mine, I left almost immediately—but not before Venetia had said to me, “I’m visiting your cottage on Sunday.”
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The day had the texture of spring. I stumbled down the hotel stairs, sure that I’d made a graceless departure. My face was hot and I didn’t know why. In the great and unexpected sunshine I saw the river and a path beside it. For the next hour I walked that path, fighting with thoughts that flew at me from all directions.

So that’s what she’s like, my father’s obsession. She’s much older than me. Much younger than him. Tall. Eye level. She looked me in the eye. At eye level. Gray? Light blue? White? No, nobody has white eyes. Can’t see her eyes from the audience. Gray-white like the Daimler. No, light blue. Her hand—she didn’t take it away when she shook my hand.

The first birds of spring dipped and swooped in the bushes near the river, searching early for places to nest. I calmed down and remembered my quest. Back I went to the hall where I’d seen my father guard Blarney. At the door I took a deep breath. This time I would speak it plain: The election is over. Come home with me today.

It didn’t happen; I found that he’d gone. Damn! And worse—I met King Kelly, who strode the hall watching his votes being counted.

“It’ll be like the Battle of Waterloo, damn close-run thing,” he shouted at every person he met. Including me, at whom he boomed, “The very man! Come over here.”

Long tables beset by frowning people ran the length of the room. Piles of paper kept growing as the tin ballot boxes kept arriving.

“We’re counting every box,” he said. “Not just every vote, every box. Boxes have gone missing before, you know.” He added, “Politics attracts a lot of crooks.”

I wanted to know how the votes were for Blarney, but I had enough sense not to ask him. Mr. Kelly moved away to talk to somebody else and I whispered my question to a counter.

“I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s elected,” the man said.

“How’s Mr. Kelly doing?”

“It’ll be between him and his grandson.”

“Who?”

“Blarney,” said the man and grinned.

I left the hall with the count still going on. Think of my problems. No nearer to persuading my father to come home, now I couldn’t find him. Worse than that, the object of his affections had disturbed me profoundly—and she was about to make an appearance on my family’s farm. How could I tell Mother? Should I say anything?

In what culture do we find the proverb “When the student is ready, the master appears?” Is it Buddhism? The Hindus possess wonderful sayings, as do the Tibetans. And I’ve heard an Eastern legend that I’ve been unable to trace—of a man, a magical teacher and guide, who emerged from a stone at the moment of the hero’s greatest need.

It was at that moment, on the stone bridge over the river in Fermoy, that I met James Clare.



[image: ]

As you might by now have come to expect of me, let me tell you the story of James Clare. He came from the County Clare, where he was born in 1872, making him sixty years old when I met him. But 160 in wisdom; he was as sage as a prophet in a cave. By the age of ten he could play with the musicians in the local pubs. His father had a special set of pipes made for him, with a smaller bag than the adult instrument—James didn’t grow fast physically until he reached fourteen, and even then his arms remained too thin to power a full bag under his elbow. It turned out that as a child he’d had tuberculosis (at that time the Irish national disease), hence the early puniness, hence the wheezing when he cycled up a hill.

He wanted to teach music—“so that I could learn it all the time, that’s what teaching is, teaching is learning.” Poor boys had no means of getting into a music academy, but at the age of twenty he did win a scholarship, and became a teacher at primary level. And that’s where and how he discovered his love of story. First came the effect—the rapt faces of the children. Then he expanded the cause; he went in search of tales.

He lived near the village of Doolin, in as magical a countryside as you’ll find in the world. To his west lay the sea, the Atlantic Ocean. To the east stretched the white moonscape of the Burren. North and south of him he could find megalithic tombs, castles, the ruins of ancient churches—every field, it seemed, had a legend attached.

At first he specialized—he talked to the fishermen, and the men who went out to the lobster pots. From them he heard stories of great tragedies, shipwrecks, drownings of handsome men and beautiful girls.

They told him of a woman north of there, who lived on an island in Galway Bay; they were no more specific than that. She’d lost seven men to the sea, her husband and six sons, and the seventh son had promised his mother that he’d never again go out in a boat. But one day, the horse that he was leading along a cliff path reared up in fright at the force of a high breaker hitting the rocks just beneath them, and he dragged the young man off the cliff down into the waves.

“And that, as you know,” said James Clare, paying me the compliment of being well read—which I wasn’t at the time—“was where John Millington Synge got the plot for his play Riders to the Sea.” In which Sarah Kelly had once starred at the Abbey Theatre.

James Clare began to write down these stories, but he didn’t do so in front of the narrators. Instead of making them self-conscious or halting their flow, he went back to where he lived and wrote them down that same night, often working until four or five o’clock in the morning. At the end of a year or two, he had transcribed, he said, tales of mermaids, golden towers on the horizon, ghost ships.

He told me too the origin of the word mermaid—it had been “merry maid,” an ironic term, since their singing was designed to lure mortal men to their green, tendriled lands beneath the ocean.

I asked him the foolish question “D’you think there’s ever any truth in the stories you hear?”

He considered long and hard and said to me, “The first lesson I learned about a story was—there’s always some truth in it. A mermaid could have been a seal seen at a distance. Or a manatee that had strayed a long way from her native shore; a manatee can look very like a human. The golden towers of Atlantis—they could be icebergs, lit by the sun. Ghost ships? Well, we know they exist—because we’ve seen them. But don’t confuse the words truth and fact—they mean different things. A truth is the meaning the story can give you. A fact—like, did it happen? That can’t give you much, unless you make something of it with your own imagination. And that then becomes the truth of it. So, a fellow saw a seal or a manatee off in the distance—and his imagination turned it into a mermaid, because he needed a mermaid at that moment in his life.”

The man who spoke those words became my teacher, my adviser, my leader in life, and my closest friend. That morning in Fermoy he also became my guide in the immediate circumstances of the Catastrophe.

Paying no attention to the world around me, I had walked across the bridge intending to get to the car and drive to Mallow, the next show venue. I didn’t see the man in the black coat leaning back, watching the world, his elbows on the parapet. But he certainly saw me, and as I drew near, my head down, brisk and focused, I heard the broad voice that would become so dear and familiar.

“Stop for a minute and talk to me. The man who made time made plenty of it.”

That was James Clare’s opening gambit for everybody; that was how he got his stories. I stopped. His face, open and warm, the crinkles, the wrinkles, the great shock of snow-white hair—how could I not trust him at once?

“But would I know where to begin?” I said.

“Try the middle,” he said. “The beginning is often too daunting.”

“I’ve just met the girl my father has run off with, and I think we’re about to have a ventriloquist’s dummy in our government.”

He didn’t laugh; he nodded and said, “That sounds to me as if things are sitting about right in the world. Do you know this river at all? You can see why it’s called the Blackwater.”

We looked down at it together. And we saw our faces side by side, as we would many a year after that.

“There’s a place along the bank,” he said, “with a bit of a seat on it. We can get hold of the sun.”

I followed him down the path, not knowing what I was doing, watching the shiny wheels of his beautifully kept bicycle. On the back sat two elegant, polished black leather panniers; in another basket on the handlebars sat a similar black leather briefcase. Who was this man, dressed head to toe in black, with a white shirt and black tie?

As this story proceeds, James Clare will play an important part. For the moment, let me just tell you—that day, he extracted from me the entire story of what had been going on.

When I had finished, he did a most interesting thing—he told the story back to me, but as if he’d heard it in legendary or mythical form. This is how it sounded; I’ll remember it forever.

Once upon a time, there lived a man who loved the land that he worked. He was an anxious man, as all red-haired people tend to be. And he was a kind man, but he was prone to a little madness now and then. Usually this madness didn’t affect people much; he’d get up in the middle of a moonlit summer night and walk his fields in his nightshirt, looking to see whether his crops continued to grow in the dark. If he got cold he’d go over and lie down with his horses where they were sleeping under a tree.

Now this man had a wife and a son, and to them he looked for wisdom, because this man had one great fear in life—that he’d do something crazy one day, and never be able to recover. They, though, looked to him for wisdom, and in the back-and-forth they never stopped to think that he thought them wiser than himself.

One day, a Princess came by. She was an unusual young woman, different from the rest of the world, and she had wonderful gifts—gifts of speech and illusion, gifts of compassion and intrigue, gifts of excitement and praise, and she looked at this man and he looked back at the Princess. With no more than a few words, he put down his farming tools and followed the Princess across the country. When he met her mother, the Queen, and all the court, he stayed with them in their land of gifts.

The man’s wife and son, good people, didn’t know what to do. Eventually, after some days of debate and worry, the wife asked her son to be like the heroes of old—to undertake a quest. He—again like the heroes of old—did so unwillingly, and, as in all good legends, he failed and he failed and he failed.

One day, he met the Queen, and soon after that he met the Princess herself, and he began to understand why his father had so suddenly disappeared into this magic world. These were different people, these royal travelers; they were like the gaudy caravans that rode through the deserts, stopping at each and every oasis to dance and sing and playact.

The young man was disturbed by them, and was especially shaken to find that they had in their midst an old and wicked King, who threatened danger to everybody, while at the same time offering words sweeter than combs of honey.

On a sunny morning, however, the young man took the first step toward completing his quest. He stopped on a bridge to look down into a river, and he saw there a face, an ancient face, and he called to it. He called, “Tell me what to do, old face in the river.”

A man arose from the water; he floated up from the flowing current and walked up onto the bridge. He wore a long black coat and miraculously it was bone-dry—as was his hair and his skin and his shiny, shiny boots.

“Yes, I’ll tell you what to do,” he said. “Follow your own power.”

“Follow my own power,” said the young man. “What does that mean?”

“Only you can know that,” said the man from the river.

James Clare halted there and laughed in delight—probably at the bemused expression on my face.

“That, as you’ll gather, is the story so far. What do you make of it?” I was embarrassed to say what I felt, and he picked that up. “Go on—say what you feel.”

I said, “It’s—exciting. When you tell it like that.”

“It might make it easier to handle.”

And then I laughed, because I didn’t know what else to do.

Yet I had immediate and very difficult problems. The woman with whom Father had run away would be on our farm this coming Sunday, within a few hundred yards of Mother. I told this to James Clare.

He said, “Do you need advice?”

“Oh, God, I do!”

“See whether you can send your mother somewhere for the day. Go to the gathering. Then use your own power. Your father won’t be there.” I must have looked puzzled.

“Of course he won’t be there. He’s too much of a gentleman to do something like that.”

James Clare and I arranged to meet in Fermoy again on Monday morning.

“By then,” he said, “we’ll know how the country is going.”
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Symbolically, almost, the days became glorious as the voting results came through. My own story grew more dramatic. As the country changed direction, so did my life, and it too was lit by a sun that seemed to have leapt forward from May or June. That day, I acted upon James Clare’s advice to the letter—as I would do all my life. I went home, and, abominably, but powered by my own feelings for her, told Mother a lie—that my father had gone into the west, and nobody knew where he’d gone, but that he was expected back next week. I also told her that I needed a rest, a break from the incessant pressure—and that so did she.

With good maneuvering I arranged for Billy Moloney to take her to her sister’s house in Kilkenny, where she could stay for the weekend; I would collect her on Sunday night.

Such fortunate timing; almost as soon as they drove out of our yard, Mary Lewis appeared—inviting us on behalf of Mr. Kelly to come to the cottage on Sunday for a victory celebration.

I wanted to ask, “Is he that sure he’s won?” but I kept my powder dry.

Not yet had I revealed to Mother the identity of King Kelly. In the few days since the election, she’d shrunk a great deal, I thought, her spirits lower than ever. Years later she revealed to me that she had hoped the election and its results would bring my father back home.

“As if all the nonsense had now ended,” was how she put it to me.

I began to debate with myself the kind of equations Mother must have been making in her head. De Valera in office and my father home: politics as a securer of family stability. The turmoil of an election campaign: a disturber of the marriage bed. A predatory woman as an indicator of Fascism. Therefore I’ve judged accurately not to tell her yet of the King Kelly connection.

Luckily the glorious weather continued on Sunday. I finished all the chores on the farm early (how I loved being back in working clothes!) and I prepared for the luncheon party. From Christmas I had some gifts of shirts not yet worn, and a new necktie; I also had new shoes. I can see now that I was preparing like a bridegroom.

By the time I got to the cottage, about twenty people had already gathered; I’d never seen most of them before. The fine weather had drawn everybody out of doors—and then I saw her. I hung back for a moment, relishing the sight of her in the sunlight.

Tall as a statue, striking as a princess from a James Clare legend, she stood like some wonderful lighthouse, mingling with the others, yet apart, though they swarmed around and about her. Of Sarah I saw no sign, but her father was dominating the occasion; from hundreds of yards away I could hear King Kelly’s voice booming out across the fields.

Professor Fay saw me. He called me over and introduced me to a gentleman called O’Duffy, whose name would become very familiar in the coming year.

“Ben is one of us,” said the professor, and I had no idea at that time what he meant. King Kelly then greeted me with a crushing grip on my shoulder, and told Mr. O’Duffy that I showed “great promise,” and that he was “delighted to have me on board.” Promise of what I could not say; on what or whose board I had no idea.

For many minutes I stood with those men as people came to our group, greeted us, and went off to talk to others. Young enough to be their grandson, I was bewildered, but sufficiently anxious to keep my wits about me. No sign did I see of the man with the gun and the shiny black hair. Nor of Miss Fay, which disappointed me. What struck me most about the place was the lack of mirth. Were this party at our house, the laughter would have blown across the parish like a gale.

The ingratiating Mary Lewis appeared with food, and once more I saw her in a different light—she had a competent edge to her. Therefore, despite my immaturity, I’d always been right—she had long been deceiving Mother. She saw me looking at her, and it didn’t faze her at all; in fact she came over to where I stood and said, “A new side to me, Ben, right?” and winked.

I especially didn’t want to be winked at by Mary Lewis, so I went at the food—egg sandwiches, mostly, and some ham sandwiches. Mr. Kelly put a drink in my hand and insisted that I taste it; I didn’t like it and said so and ate another egg sandwich.

“See,” Professor Fay almost shouted. “See how forthright he is. Forthright.”

All this time I had only one intention—to meet Venetia. She who came to fetch me; I knew when she was standing behind me—that’s how strong a presence she had. When she joined our group, all fell silent.

“Hello again, Ben,” she said. And to the gentlemen, “Excuse us.”

She took my arm and led me toward the path by the river.



[image: ]

You’ll have observed that I haven’t speculated on the nature of my father’s relationship with this young actress. Were they lovers? That would have been anybody’s question. Not mine; I knew nothing of such things. However, Sarah’s embraces when greeting me had caused a change in focus—I was now thinking about dark and exciting matters of which I only dimly knew.

Venetia said, “Tell me where to meet you. We can’t talk here.”

I pointed. “Go along the path. Up past the wood, where you’ll see a well in the middle of the field. I’ll be there.”

She said, “Give me half an hour.”

It became the longest time in my life.

I had no experience of girls. None whatsoever. Nil. Zero. I hadn’t even come a little close, no female cousins of my age, no sisters of school friends—that was my sheltered life. So, instead of the more natural wondering what should or might happen between Venetia and me, I thought of her and my father.

Should I ask her? Should I say, “What goes on between you?” Should I ask, “Is my father in love with you?”

Love I knew from the cinema and from books. Kissing I somewhat understood. Of the other things I had no concrete impression as to what took place; animals in the farmyard, the necessary trips to stallions and prize bulls, cats, dogs—I’d seen all of that, and the exciting, spontaneous behavior of my own body, but it gave me nothing by way of insight into human behavior. Thus, as you can understand, I had myself churning in some turmoil by the time I reached the wood.

Life is an ambush, by and large. None of the questions in my head became relevant that day or ever again, because events turned out very differently.

They’re mostly beech, those trees (they’re still there) and some ash, sycamore, and most of all hazel. The summer canopy offers an almost totally closed shade; look up and it feels so green and exotic that you’d expect to see parrots. I’ve tried to get back there every year; it calms me more than anyplace I know.

James Clare used to say, “Everybody should have a sacred place.”

In winter, and noticeably that day, the trees reach up to scratch the sky. Their trunks are cold and a little dank, but they’ve always welcomed my touch.

That afternoon, the well always in my sight, I went from tree to tree, and back again—that side of Wade’s Wood stretches to about a hundred yards or so. Eventually, as I was always going to do, I stayed at my favorite tree—a great beech.

This was the tree of all my childhood; this was the tree I used to climb, and then swing down to the ground on one of the stoutest branches. The branch would naturally snap back up into place with a thrilling whish! Now I could reach it anytime I wanted and swing from it. Over the years, as I grew bigger, the branch didn’t snap back quite as fast or as fully.

I was hauling on it when I saw Venetia, picking her way like a gray stork, up through the grasses of the field to the well. A memory of something I didn’t quite grasp flooded into my mind and I started in alarm.

Do you recognize that uncomfortable feeling? Some call it déjà vu—“what you’ve already seen.” Meeting her mother, Sarah, had given me a slighter jab of the same dart; this one, however, jolted me hard.

I went through the trees to meet her. Some clouds had encroached upon the sky, lighting the grasses where she walked, and shining on the river behind her, while casting the trees near me into shadow. She kept her head down as she approached, watching her step. Keeping pace, I aimed to reach the well at the same time as she did.

Venetia looked up, saw me, and waved. I tried to place her in the world—the same age, perhaps, as Mother’s cousin who’d married and had a baby all in the same year? A few years younger than Large Lily (but so, so different)? A good deal older than irksome Mary Lewis? My range could stretch little wider than that; I couldn’t guess the ages of women or girls—I still can’t, and I think it’s mildly indecent to do so.

As she drew closer I had to keep swallowing.

“This is the well,” I said.

“Will you get me a drink from it?” I hadn’t seen her smile like that before.

Kneeling down on the cold flagstone, I did what I could and brought up my cupped hands full of the brilliant water cold as lead. She steadied my hands and drank from them, then wiped my hands on the hem of her ankle-length skirt. Then she headed for the wood; I followed and walked beside her.

I remember thinking, She’s completely at one with this place, she likes it, she likes what I like. Fifteen, maybe twenty yards into the trees, in the deepest part, she halted, turned to me, and took my hands.

“I’m so sorry, desperately sorry for what’s happened to your father.”

If that didn’t take me aback, her next move did; she laid her head on my shoulder.

I kind of patted her hair, thicker than hay, smoother than satin. What else should I do? She didn’t move, not even when she said, “And I’m even more sorry for what’s going to happen to him next.”

“What? What’s going to happen next?”

There was a hesitation in her. She checked, she held back. She edited what she meant to say. I saw the change of mind, change of direction. And then she lifted her head from my shoulder and said, “This.” And she kissed me.

Other than by my mother on the cheek or the top of the head, I had never been kissed. Nor have I ever been kissed again like that. It was so simple. She laid her lips softly on my mouth and kept them there, never moved them, just stood at equal height to me or, so it felt, her mouth lying on mine.

No movement came from her lips or tongue—nothing, just a soft lying there, her eyes closed. I didn’t even know that it’s good manners to keep your eyes closed during a kiss.

Possibly I exaggerate when I say that we stood like that for five minutes, and then she put her head on my shoulder again. I’m not young anymore, and memory distorts things into what you want them to be until they fit you—everybody knows that. But my bones tell me that it was the longest kiss I have ever experienced.

As to time—we then stood with her head on my shoulder and my arms around her, supporting her, and I can be objective about that period; the sun moved right around the sky, as it always did in the early afternoon, until the wood grew shadowy and cold.

Stiff in our limbs, we drew apart. She lifted the silence.

“I need to talk to you,” she said, “in a quiet and safe place where we’ll not be interrupted. I don’t want anyone drawing conclusions. Not yet.”

Going to our house was my idea, and I never stumbled or hesitated at the thought. I knew that the fire in the parlor was set, ready to light; and I knew that nobody was there.

Although we didn’t speak as we walked up through the fields and into the grounds, I knew that I had never met anybody like this, nor did I know that such people existed. She looked at everything; she stopped and scrutinized a stone or a burst of grasses. Once, she halted and gazed at the sky, turning a full 360 degrees.

“I love clouds,” she said.

Inside the house, she walked around as though in a church. She admired everything, touched objects here and there, sometimes with her tongue. When she saw me looking at her tongue on a glass bottle, she said, “Fingers have limited ability.” She spoke candidly. “I’ve heard so much about this house. I feel I almost know it.”

“Does he talk about it a lot?”

“He mostly talks about you.”

While I made tea she roamed the hallway and the downstairs rooms; above the roaring in my ears I could hear her footsteps. I might as well admit that it was tremendously exciting to see her there, even though guilt and other difficult feelings pressed in on me. She came into the kitchen, picked things up, took things down, scrutinized things.

“Oh,” she said, “I recognize this.” Meaning the large mug with the black horse, my father’s when he drank tea anywhere out of doors. “He misses it, he says.”

“How much has he told you about us?” I said, but I meant about Mother.

“I wish,” she said, “I had a father who spoke as fondly of me.”

When I brought the tray into the parlor, the fire had taken, with lovely flames and the smell of wood smoke. Venetia sat on the floor in front of the fire, near enough to my chair to lean on my knees.

“Where shall I begin?” she said.

I was about to reply with the obvious remark “At the beginning,” but she spoke again.

“But why am I asking? I know where to begin. With you.”

What? said my mind.

“The true loving—and that’s what’s going on here—is from me to you. Not me to your father. I’ve come to you. I’ve come for you. He was the pathfinder. But he doesn’t know that yet.”

I was mute—with shock, and with what turned out to be hope. And I stayed mute, as she told a story that had a beginning, middle, and would soon, as far as she was concerned, have an end. She knew what the end would be; it just might take time to achieve it. As briefly as I can, I’ll recount what she said, and I promise not to dwell on the immense, almost unmanageable conflicts that attacked me. Contrary to what you might think, this was no romance, like in films or books.

My father, on his way back from Galway some years earlier, had stopped in Ballinasloe to visit some friends. They, on their way out to see Venetia Kelly’s Traveling Show, persuaded him to come along—not much pressure needed, I imagined.

As they sat in the hall they told him that the girl at the core of the road show was the daughter of the renowned Abbey actress Sarah Kelly. My father told them how, when he was a younger man, he’d seen Sarah Kelly with J. M. Synge, walking the red roads of Ballsbridge in Dublin.

That night, as my father watched, Venetia played the scene from the end of Act One in Macbeth where Lady Macbeth goads her husband into getting Banquo killed. For me, by the fire, she spoke—she performed in miniature—some of the lines: “Was the hope drunk / Wherein you dress’d yourself? Hath it slept since? / And wakes it now to look so green and pale?”

Even though she tossed the lines off almost casually, she matched the flames from the logs. The light of huge energy danced in her face.

“Your father was stricken to the heart, and he wrote a note asking to see me; he was staying at Hayden’s Hotel. I didn’t reply; I receive many such notes from men. We traveled on—to Tullamore, and he was there that night too, in the front row, and he wrote again. I’m afraid that his second note landed as fallow as the first—but after that he wrote to me every week. Eventually I wrote back, and said that I’d meet him in Callan one night.”

I remembered my father going to Callan, and I remembered his high spirits next day; that was about two years before he finally decamped.

Venetia said that my father “sounded” her that night in Callan. “He asked delicate questions as to my ‘status.’ I told him, No, I’m not married, nor do I have a ‘swain.’ Don’t you love the word? He told me it means a country lad who woos.”

If I needed to know whether she was telling the truth, I knew from that moment—I recognized the word “swain” as my father’s. And all through her narrative I knew that she was telling the truth, because the language she attributed to him was so recognizably my father’s.

He went away—and some weeks later wrote to her again.

“It was a long and careful letter, and it was a declaration of profound love.”

Now I felt deep shock. But I held my counsel (as my father would say) and listened on.

“I told nobody, not even Sarah, and I agreed to meet with him. He told me that he was prepared to give up everything for me and travel the roads too, protecting me, financing me, caring for me. I turned him down flat and he wept salt tears” (a term of Mother’s, this—how my nerves jangled).

Above and beyond her gifts as an actress, Venetia was a magnificent storyteller. Yes, I know the tale she told was about me—but nobody could have told it better: the voice, the delivery, the perfectly timed and appropriate hand gestures, and from a less than advantageous position, sitting on the floor.

“When he wept, my heart was touched—and when my heart is touched, I believe that I must look beyond that to find meaning. I began to believe that your father had been sent to me for a purpose. And I came to the conclusion that you were the purpose.”

“Me?”—my only interruption. The fire crackled. “That’s wood from an old apple tree,” I said.

Venetia looked at me, paused, and nodded her head a number of times.

“Yes. I was right about you.” She continued. “Here was the meaning I found. During the meeting, he talked about you, his son, his only child. And he talked so touchingly about you that when next I saw Sarah I told her the entire story. Sarah told me not to dismiss your father, that a follower of such ardor would be difficult to find, especially a man of substance.”

By now I had picked up many of the story’s threads: my father late back from the Galway races; his disappearances on nights with his unusually late homecomings; the visit to Callan; Mother’s comment that he had been “following” somebody for years. Everything made—unpleasant—sense.

Venetia listened to her mother’s “strong advice” and accepted my father’s attentions. “Sarah isn’t a woman you can argue with. And her father, my grandfather—he has a great influence on her, and he kept pulling some strings that I couldn’t quite see.”

She reached up and took my hand. “I went along with it—but I didn’t do so on Sarah’s recommendation; actually it was more of an instruction. I based my decision on the way your father spoke of his son, Ben, his only child. That, I figured, was the life to which I wanted to belong. And I felt—in some almost magical way—that I was utterly right.”

It was, as James Clare said, “an unusual but understandable interpretation”—but it left me wondering whether I was in some way to blame for everything.

She finished telling her story. Difficulties loomed like mountains. Venetia had wanted a father, but Harry had hoped for a lover, and in due time a bride. She told me all of this in a clear and important way. Her voice, her bearing, the urgency in her shoulders—we weren’t dealing in trivial matter.

I look back now and I see the room so clearly, and I see the two people in it—one young, the other younger, both vulnerable, one less so than the other, and you’ll be surprised to know that I was the less vulnerable. After all, I’d had my father’s unalloyed tenderness for eighteen years, and Venetia had had it at that stage for no more than three weeks.

The flames danced from the cords of wood, a bird outside called to the powers of evening, and not another sound could I hear, except the breathing of the girl sitting on the floor gazing into the fire, the strange, half-cheerful young woman who had just brought her crucial tale up to date.

As often happens in such circumstances we both began to speak at the same time, and then went, “You first. No, you first.”

She anticipated my—so obvious—question.

“This is what happens. Harry, your father, travels with me. Always. He looks after all my things, my costumes, my boxes, Blarney’s suitcase, everything. All those stage needs. When a show finishes—or in the mornings, if we’re not traveling that day—he and I talk. He tells me about farming. And about you. I tell him about the stage. I—well, I perform. For him. And him alone. We manage to get a lot of private time. He says that I entrance him.”

Suddenly she turned to me and put her head down on my knees. She continued to talk.

“I know that I must tell you something else and you may not like it. Sometimes I perform for him while I’m not wearing any clothes. He looks at me with such feeling. And he knows that he mustn’t touch me—he’s not allowed to.” She all but muffled her words. “Are you very shocked?”

I remember this thought crossing my mind: This girl is also the voice of the jeering dummy Blarney.

We stayed as we were, silent and close, until the fire began to sink. She raised her head and said, “I must go.”

“Why—” I said. “Why did. Us. This. Why now, why did it happen, why did this happen, today?”

In certain circumstances incoherence has its own eloquence.

She looked at me. Every man in the world, every man, woman, and child deserves to be looked at like that. Just once would be enough; I still live off the fact that it happened to me.

I walked her back toward the cottage.

At the point just before we could be seen together she stopped and kissed me again.

“You’ll know what to do,” she said. “And I won’t let you down.”
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The more I thought of that bizarre afternoon, the more I began to wonder whether it had truly occurred. And—not the least of my worries—had Venetia merely told me a version of events? I reeled back to the house, my mind refracting, diffusing. In the science room at school they showed us what happens when you put your finger down on a drop of mercury; it shoots off in a number of smaller but identical blobs.

Colors from that episode leaked across my life. Over the years that followed I interpreted it—or believed I did—in so many ways. In this, I was helped by James Clare, who viewed everything as a legend. When, a long time later, still seeking meanings, I narrated the events of that afternoon to him, this is the story he told me.

The King of Munster, Brian O’Brien, was out riding one day, on a hunt in County Waterford, and he lost track of his companions. He was such a good horseman that he had outridden them all. Although he waited on hillsides and he waited in glens and he waited on the banks of the rivers and lakes, they never caught up with him.

Night would soon fall, and he thought of heading for home, but he had by now ridden a great distance, and there was no moon and in the darkness the bandits of the countryside might not recognize that he was a king.

Besides, he liked to visit his subjects and he didn’t often visit that part of his kingdom; Waterford being a law-abiding county, it needed less attention than, say, wild Clare or rebel Cork.

Up ahead of him he saw a low, wide gate across an entrance. He could see no house but the gate had such a clear and strong appearance that he put his horse to jump over its five wooden bars, and then he galloped up the driveway.

Now the King had been recently widowed, and was still a very sad man. He had put behind him the traditional Irish mourning period of a year and a day, but he hadn’t yet the heart to begin looking for a new wife. He certainly understood that he needed to; a king requires a queen to help him run his kingdom and to provide leadership and example for the women.

And this was a young king, in his mid-thirties, though of course, nobody would ever dare to ask a king’s age; a king is deemed ageless until he departs for his next kingdom.

Most important of all, he had no heirs. And he had quarrelsome brothers. So this, as you can see, was a king who needed to marry again and marry a young woman. And marry her soon—for he was a warlike man and there was much fighting among the tribes of Munster in those days. We’re talking now about the year 995 or thereabouts, Anno Domini.

As he rode up along this strange avenue, he was struck by two facts: the length of it—and he knew full well that only well-to-do people could afford to live that far in from the road—and the lavish trees and shrubs, which confirmed for him that these were substantial people who lived here, whoever they were.

And indeed he arrived at a substantial house. Not a castle, more of a manor house, a tidy-size mansion—and this told him that they were also respectful subjects and hadn’t built a castle—only the King was allowed a castle. He rode up to the front door.

A hound came out to greet him, a tall, hairy hound with a smiling face. Behind the hound came a woman of great beauty. She stood in the doorway, looked up at the King on his horse, and then greeted him. He dismounted and bowed to her, and she invited him to come in.

The King entered the grand hallway of this fine house and asked her name. She told him that her name was Ishka, that she was named for the water in the river that flowed clear and sparkling, and for the water in the lake that sat still and clear, and for the water in the sea that rolled and tumbled, and for the water that fell from the skies to make the crops grow, and soothe and cool the faces of troubled people.

As the King was about to introduce himself, she held up a hand and asked him not to tell her who he was; she said that she’d like to try to find out.

Some servants appeared, and she ordered food and drink for the King, and a basin of water, and linen towels to wash and wipe his weary face and hands. When the servants had finished ministering to the King, they guided him to a large room with a stone fireplace so wide that half the trunk of an old oak could burn on the fire.

And indeed half the trunk of an old oak was burning in the fire, crackling and spitting and throwing up lovely colors and shadows that danced down the room.

Ishka sat there, on a great couch covered with the furs of beautiful animals, and the half-light of the fire made her seem even more beautiful.

The King, feeling much better now that he had washed his face and eaten good food, sat down where she indicated, on a great chair on the other side of the fire. He was about to speak when Ishka held a finger to her lips.

She told him that he’d passed two tests so far, and that she was about to find out who he was from his reaction to some remarks she would now make. He was not to speak, but to nod his head if he agreed, and shake his head from side to side if he did not.

The King, amused by the instruction, but still alive with questions—Who is this woman? Does she own this place?—waited, never taking his eyes off her. Her smiling dog sat by her feet, on which she wore gold sandals. Then she spoke.

First of all she said, “When the dawn breaks I look to the east and praise the sun for rising on yet another day. Do you agree that I am right to do so?” The King nodded his head.

Ishka then said, “When the wind comes up the river and raises little feathers on the water, I think it not a good time to seek fish. Do you agree that I am right to think so?”

The King again nodded his head.

Ishka said next, “When I tell a tale, I must seek to enchant my audience and put them under a spell in which they think they are living within the tale. Is that how you believe a tale must be told?”

And again the King nodded his head.

Ishka fell silent. Then she spoke once more.

“I think that you must be a king. And I think so because you entered my house without fear, you accepted the ministrations of my servants without surprise; those were the first two tests. Then I saw that you understand the magic of each new day that dawns, you know the life of hidden things such as the fish in the river, and you believe that few matters in life are as important as a well-told tale.”

“Madam,” said the King, “I am Brian O’Brien, King of all Munster, and I must know your name and your state in life.”

She said, “I know who you are. I sent for you.”

And she told him that she was the daughter of parents who had come from the spirit world, who had placed her on the earth, had lived with her in mortal life for long enough to be sure that she would meet and marry a man of noble birth. Her parents had but recently returned to the spirit world. She had remained behind, and when no man came to claim her she used her magic to send for one, and now he had arrived.

And that is how King Brian O’Brien found a wife, and she was the mother of the greatest king that Munster ever had, Brian Boru himself.



[image: ]

Mr. de Valera won the election by persuading the country that the sitting government was too cozy with the English. By implication he almost gave the impression that if Mr. Cosgrave was elected one more time, he’d come close to inviting Britain back in. Nonsense, of course—“blarney,” if you will—but enough mud stuck.

As for the other Blarney—the dummy didn’t get elected, but he polled arrestingly well. Normally the crazies in an election will get maybe a few hundred votes; Blarney polled a few thousand—enough to give King Kelly the shakes for a day or two. With hindsight, the message in Blarney’s vote might have been saying that none of the other candidates was very much better than a wooden doll.

On the Monday, with most of the national results still being verified, I went back to Fermoy. That was February 22, three weeks now with my father still “at large,” as Mother put it, as though he were a criminal. When I collected her on the Sunday night after Venetia had gone, Mother looked rested, but when we were alone in the car she asked me immediately, “Any news?”

The phrase meant only one thing: “Have you found your father and is he coming home?”

That’s why I went back to Fermoy next day—as I told her, the show was booked there for a week. And I lied with that remark, a lie of omission; I was also going there to see Venetia. Almost as though standing outside myself, I wanted to see what would happen next.

To reach Fermoy, I had to slow down to a crawl for the last ten miles, because the car’s tank had sunk so low and I hadn’t refilled the spare jerrican. Filling up in those days had a haphazard nature to it; garages with pumps hadn’t yet proliferated—no need to, little demand.

Humiliated by my incompetence, and further humiliated by the fact that children along the way could keep up with me as they ran alongside, I finally reached the town and got filled up.

At the count, I met bleary-eyed people. They had by now come down to seventh and eighth preferences. In the proportional-representation system the count goes on until every seat is filled without any possibility of argument. Sometimes, the candidates will hit the quota early and everybody can go home. That year, in an election so charged, and in that constituency with a personality as large as King Kelly, and an even larger one in Blarney, nobody would take any chances.

Within about fifteen minutes of my arrival, the Kelly entourage appeared. He came in first, booming and waving his cane. Some hanger-on had clearly reached him to say that his moment of glory might be here. Behind him came Sarah, willowy, ethereal, very Sarah-like. Next came Venetia; she carried Blarney as though he were her baby, and everybody cheered.

To the hall now packed with people, the returning officer began to make the announcement. Again and again he had to ask for quiet so that he could be heard.

The candidates assembled beside him on the stage—King Kelly, who was the government nominee for the seat; Mr. de Valera’s candidate, who was a prosperous and handsome farmer; my man in the leprechaun hat, wearing a placard that read, under a huge arrow pointing to his head, THIS IS THE FELLOW TO LEAD YOU; then came two more—independent—candidates; and at the end of the line stood Venetia with Blarney.

Somebody nudged me; by my side stood my father.

“Isn’t-isn’t-isn’t this great?”—and he pointed to the man with the leprechaun hat.

We stood together as the returning officer did his work. Mr. de Valera’s candidate headed the poll, by a huge majority; behind him everybody floundered. The announcements are made in descending form, the highest number of votes first. After the Dev candidate came a man from one of the two independents, and he was elected to further loud cheers. One seat left now, and to whom would it go? It went to King Kelly; the shouts of the government faction drowned out the returning officer, who waited.

To my astonishment and everybody else’s, the next highest vote went to “Blarney Kelly.” A wooden dummy had come within a thousand or so votes of winning a seat in the Irish Parliament. Laughter rocked the place. Blarney had even beaten my leprechaun, who wasn’t elected that time around. Not only that—Blarney had come very close to defeating King Kelly.

Now came the speeches. Dev’s man spoke straightforwardly of “a new nation for a new people, a rising ambition for a risen people; the new force in Ireland will be the Soldiers of Destiny.”

King Kelly promised to take back the power at the next election—and then said, mysteriously, “And who knows? Maybe before then.”

My father, standing beside me, said, “Uh-oh.”

The third speaker promised intensive opposition on behalf of the Irish people, and committed a delicious gaffe when he said, “No turn will be unstoned.”

As he stepped back into the line of candidates, a call began to rise: “Blarney! Blarney! Blarney! Blarney!”

Nothing in Ireland should ever surprise one; anything can happen in this country and usually does. We can’t be satirized, because in any vein of behavior we’re always well ahead of the satirists.

Venetia walked forward—and so did my father—and so did I. Not even at that moment did I anticipate what was to happen in the weeks and months ahead. She hoisted Blarney and patted his head.

“Well done, Blarney. Congratulations.”

“On what?” he said, his voice like an angry hinge.

“You did very well,” said Venetia.

Blarney looked up at her. “You think so?”

“I do.”

“You think I did very well?”

“But you did. You came fourth.”

Blarney replied, “And the Lord said to Moses, ‘Come forth, come forth, and Moses, he came fifth.’”

“Blarney, you were voted into fourth place.”

“Yeh. I was. Behind three rank fools. Why is that congratulations?”

I gasped. By now the other candidates looked uncomfortable, especially King Kelly, and the audience laughed more and more.

“Would you run as a candidate again, Blarney?”

“I will. I’ll run next year.”

“But, Blarney, there won’t be an election next year. It’ll be five years before there’s another election.”

“No,” said Blarney, in a flat contradiction. “The Long Fella won’t have a big enough majority, and he’ll call another election inside the year.”

“How do you know this, Blarney?”

“He told me.”

“Mr. de Valera told you?”

“Yes.”

“When did he tell you this, Blarney?”

“Last night.”

“Last night? Where last night?”

“He was down on his knees polishing my boots and he lifted his head and he looked straight up at me, the glasses winking in the light, and he says to me, ‘D’ya know what, Blarney? I’ll have to go again next year.’”

When my father stopped laughing, he nudged me and we went outside. Again, we had a lovely sunny day, and we strolled down the street to the bridge.

“We could go home now,” I said. “I filled the tank in the car.”

“Wasn’t that great?” he said. “Fourth place.”

“Mother isn’t doing well.”

“He was nearly elected. I wonder-wonder-wonder what would have happened.”

I said, taking a deep breath, “There’s the money.”

“Ben, you should go on home.”

I said, “What are you going to do about the money?”

“I don’t-don’t-don’t know yet.”

I said, “Will you come home with me? Even for the day?”

“I’m going to stay with this girl. Ben, she’s-she’s-she’s like a great dream that goes on and on. At my age, that’s like, that’s like Heaven.”

I said, “But the farm? And everything?”

“She’s, Ben, she’s a wonder altogether.”

I said, “My instructions from Mother are to follow you until you come home.”

“She tells me these wonderful things, she transports me.”

There are moments, aren’t there, when you think that the person with whom you’re conversing has gone mad—or has been mad for some time and you simply haven’t observed it?

We’d both been leaning our elbows on the parapet. He stood up straight and looked into the distance like the captain of a ship or a mariner from a legend of the sea.

“I’m where I want to be. I’m where I want to stay.”

I said, “And what about—” I struggled and came out with “Miss Kelly?”

He didn’t answer, because he had seen something. Toward us came Venetia, still holding Blarney. All my father’s systems sprang to the moment; I’d seen him like this only when a horse won a race.

Venetia reached us, and I went on alert too. There we stood, on that bridge over the Blackwater, the best salmon river in the country, as the February sun looked down on us, a lemon in the sky.

My father shook Blarney’s hand and spoke to him.

“Congratulations. A fine showing, Blarney.”

Blarney looked at me and said, “Of course you know Miss Venetia Kelly—but say, ‘How-d’you do,’ to her anyway.”

I turned to Venetia and said, “How d’you do, Miss Kelly?”

Were we all mad? Were we crazy?

She said, “I’m very well, thank you. I’m so glad you came to see the votes counted.”

Blarney interrupted, “Blazes, girl! He came to see you. Are you blind in one eye and can’t see out the other?”

And we laughed—including my father, who chortled in delight.

Venetia said, “We all want to go back to Charleville. Including my grandfather. Somebody’s waiting there to drive him somewhere.” She turned to me. “Will you come, Ben?”

Venetia turned and walked away. My father followed her—and then stopped abruptly, turned back, and addressed me.

“To-to-to answer your question—Miss Kelly will do what I want. She’ll do what I say.”

My poor father.
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How much I learned in that one year—in that one day! Some things were not good; some were wonderful—and one was a lesson for the rest of my life. I’ll address it first; the others, the good, the not-good, the wonderful—they will become apparent.

Here’s the lesson: We’re born—forgive me for stating the obvious—of birth parents, our blood, our kin. By the act of bringing us into the world they’re charged—or are supposed to be charged—with the task of steering us across our early lives so that we, like them, can go and do likewise, bring children into the world and perpetuate our species.

By and large our blood parents do that, or at least they did so in the society into which I was born. True, we were having at that time a massive aberration in our family, and it was having a great and difficult bearing on the bringing up of me; that is also self-evident from all you’ve learned so far.

In Fermoy that Monday, I learned that “other” parents exist. The world knows that they exist too, but it doesn’t often acknowledge them. It makes a halfhearted effort to do so by, in some societies, giving us godparents. But those sponsors at the baptismal font amount to no more than a nod in the direction of which I speak.

The alternative parents whom I have in mind come from the spirit world. “Extra,” or “additional” parents, whatever you like to call them, they’re often preferable to your birth parents. And, whatever their spiritual origins, they can be practical and very present if you allow them to be.

If we find and identify them, they guide us, they tell us things that no other parent would dream of telling us—because they know things about us that no blood parent can ever know. How do they do it, how do they know? That is part of the mystery—they know it instinctively.

I found my new parents that day. They parented me for years and years, for as long as they lived. Their presence inside me parents me to this day, no matter what my age as I tell you this. In fact I’ve decided not to disclose to you the age I am as I write this down. It’s irrelevant, because I’m using their energy, the force they gave me, to tell this tale. Therefore my calendrical age doesn’t matter.

You can probably guess who they are—well, one of them anyway; the other had been offering herself as such for some time. In my general agitation I’d forgotten to mention to James Clare the name of Miss Dora Fay, who had often said how much she wanted me to meet him.

They were lovers at the deepest level you’ll find on this earth, in that they cared for each other more than they cared for anything else—except for the work they gave to the world, and that was a kind of loving anyway.

I almost fell down when I saw them together. In those days, a kind of tearoom existed in Fermoy. It is long gone. The woman who owned it ran away one day in 1935 with a sailor who swaggered in, took a look at her, and said, “Will you come with me to the coast of Africa?” And she did, a woman with straight hair and curly teeth, and she closed the door and never came back.

I met her that day—she was named Molly Barrett and I look at her in my mind’s eye and wonder where such a plain and ordinary woman hid her dreams of romance, the dreams that took her to the coast of Africa. (See? Another Digression; I can’t seem to break the habit.)

So, I parted from my father and Venetia (as I looked after them I saw Blarney hoisted high, looking back at me and waving, and I know that my father never saw Blarney doing that). The morning—it wasn’t eleven o’clock yet—had me ravenously hungry, as all emotional perturbation still does.

I asked a man at a street corner, an old soldier in his army tunic, ragged pants, and broken shoes, where I could get a cup of tea, and he said nothing, just looked into a distance that would never be available to him. He was like all those old soldiers who stood on those street corners, shell-shocked from the World War, and would remain so all his life. A woman overhearing my question pointed me to Molly Barrett’s tea shop.

The door had a bell that jangled—and so did I. At a table by the wall sat James Clare and Miss Dora Fay—my new parents, according to the mystic and mysterious systems of the world. Though deep in conversation, they turned their heads as one person. As one person they held their hands out to me. And as one person they smiled.

That is why I believe in a life beneath our lives, a system below our consciousness, a world of half-thoughts and memories of times in which we’ve never lived. Never in my life up to that moment had I needed help so much, never had I needed somebody to slow me down and make sense of all that had been happening.

Indeed, my intention had been to sit in the tearoom and list out and look at all that had already happened. A formidable list, you’ll agree, and changing all the time; my father gone from home, and now beyond recovery; the woman who was the object of his affections attaching herself to me; her grandfather associating with sinister men, and having sinister intent; Mother holding herself up in the world after a collapse so steep that John Milton couldn’t have written it. If ever a paradise had been lost, Mother’s was.

And me, myself—torn in all directions at once—ringing, ringing, ringing with the moods and feelings induced by Sarah’s embrace and Venetia’s kisses, and not having the beginnings of a notion as to how to handle all this; and worried sick about Mother and faced with the prospect of endless weeks and months, maybe years on the road, and no solution of any kind in sight anywhere.

I had a lot to think about. When I sat down, I knew I was close to tears and unable to look at either adult. Miss Fay shook my hand—and held it for just a moment. So did James Clare.

He said, “I didn’t know until this morning that you’re the young man my friend Dora told me about so long ago. How are you?”

Naturally, I told them. Everything. They listened in silence; that’s one of the great gifts that alternative parents can give—they listen without comment and never make judgments. I expected them to home in on my worries regarding Mother and money and everything of that nature. Instead they became greatly excited about the relationship—so far—that promised to arise with Venetia.

They kept on exchanging what are called “significant glances.” If my parents did that as I was telling them something, it always bothered me, made me anxious. Here, though, I took it as a sign that they were on my side and were thinking between them as to how they might help.

I don’t know how I received that impression; I certainly didn’t imagine it, because that indeed is what they were doing—silently figuring out a way to help without actually intruding. And with the first words they spoke they showed me how much they were on my side.

“Ben,” said Miss Fay; she had that slightly lisping speech you find in all people with prominent front teeth. “You know, don’t you, that you’re caught up in very fantastic circumstances.”

(One of the things that I always liked about Miss Fay was the way she attached the word “very” to many of her terms, even to her superlatives. The milk I brought to the cottage was “very delicious.” A rainbow was “very wonderful.” Eggs were “very brilliantly nourishing.”)

James Clare added, “That’s a bit of what I was trying to say to you the other day.”

Miss Dora Fay said, “And you’ve probably been wondering whether you’re exaggerating the way you feel about it all.”

Again I nodded; there wasn’t a lot else I could say.

She patted my arm. “It’s very impossible to exaggerate it all. I’ve never heard of such a thing as you’re immersed in.”

James said, “And you’re wondering what you’re going to do? Well, the first thing you’re going to do is what you should always do—have a cup of tea and a bun.”

As I would discover, James’s solution to most difficulties was a cup of tea and a bun; it’s now my solution too.

They sat back in their chairs. Molly Barrett came over. She said to them, “And this is your son, I suppose?”

“In a way,” said Miss Dora Fay. “In a way.”

I was introduced to her; she came back with tea and a bun that had currants on it, and a cherry on top.

“Get yourself outside that,” said James.

As I ate my bun and drank my tea, Miss Dora Fay said to me, “Now, Ben. Let me guess which is the matter that most besets you.” She reflected for perhaps half a minute and said, “The matter of your father’s young lady? Am I correct?”

I nodded; nodding was still a high priority with me, and anyway my mouth was full.

“Is she lovely?” said Miss Fay.

James blurted with crumbs, “Oh, Dora, wait ’til you see her. She’s like the moon—silver and mysterious.”

“And it seems,” said Miss Fay, like a scientist analyzing a problem, “that she’s choosing you.”

“Why shouldn’t she, why wouldn’t she?” said James.

“Then that’s what will be,” said Miss Dora Fay. “The world knows its own mind.”

“D’you remember what I said to you last week?” said James, his face alight. “Use your own power. Isn’t that what’s happening?”



[image: ]

Miss Fay, for all that she looked like an ostrich with glasses, possessed useful social gifts. She knew, for instance, when to bring a conversation to a close—as she did now.

“I’ve arranged to meet my wretched brother here in Fermoy,” she said. “What a lousy trial he is to me.”

James said, “Have you continued your story—I mean telling it to yourself?”

This time I didn’t nod. I shook my head; my range of nonverbal communication was evidently increasing.

He drained his teacup. “Now when will we three meet again?”

Miss Fay looked at me and said, “Remember?” and quoted, “‘In thunder, lightning, or in rain?’”

I smiled.

“It’s bad luck,” she said, “to quote from Macbeth. And good luck is what we need.”

Although no agreement had been reached, and no advice had been given, I parted from the two of them with a strong sense that they wanted me to go to Charleville, to the house, to Venetia.

I offered lifts in the car—to anywhere; they declined, and I looked back to see them standing side by side looking after me like real parents—or, rather, in the way that we hope real parents will look at us when we’re walking away from them; standing close together, smiling with warm pride, giving little waves, hoping that you’ll be safe, and longing for the day they’ll see you again.

Of course the trouble with additional parents—especially if they’re like Miss Dora Fay and James Clare—is no matter how good you believe your real parents are or have been, the new parents make you realize what you’ve missed.
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The door to the house in Charleville stood open—mystifying, given how cold the house always seemed to be. I rang the bell and called but nobody answered. What must I do now? Stand and wait, ring the bell again.

A woman next door, wizened as a broom, said, “They’re not up yet, they don’t get up ’til ’tis late, they’re very like that.”

I was about to argue that I knew some of them were up, I’d already met them, when I heard the voices. So I followed them. I went into the house, along the passageway I’d first been drawn along by Sarah, and I heard the voices more loudly with each step—Venetia and her mother in an argument. Of my father’s voice, or any male voice, or even Mrs. Haas, I heard nothing.

At the foot of the stairs I stopped; that’s where the argument came from—the room directly above. No argument this, but an outright fight, with voices rising all the time. I still couldn’t hear what they were saying—and by now I didn’t want to, so I called, “Hallo? Hallo?”

The voices stopped. Sarah appeared and said, as though never in an argument in her life, “It’s Ben, dear Ben. Ben, come up, let’s see you.”

Venetia appeared, her head above her mother’s shoulder—and from the way she looked at me I knew that my new parents had judged everything right. This was the direction to follow.

I climbed the stairs. “Is, ah’m—”

“Is Harry here? No, Ben,” said Sarah, “but you are.”

When I reached the landing, both women took my hands, as I had seen them do with my father. This produced the eeriest possible feeling in me—and at that stage in my life I didn’t even know about Oedipus at Colonus, and the death of the king. They led me along the passageway, which was at least as long as the one downstairs, to a small and what Miss Fay would call a “very marvelous” sitting room.

Sarah went into the room first; Venetia squeezed my hand and I followed her. Given what I’ve so far told you, given the maelstrom of my life, why did I feel that I had come to some different but infinitely truer kind of home?

I sat with Sarah and Venetia. They were unquestionably the two most beautiful and exciting human beings that I had ever seen, and they made me feel that I was the center of their lives. But I reminded myself that it was my choice to feel so.

When I was about ten, I asked Mother if she’d ever heard anybody say anything about me. She said, yes, that her friends talked about me. Mollie May Holmes said that I was “as demure as a girl;” Kitty Cleary said that I was “a sweetheart.” When I protested these troubling observations, Mother turned them into compliments. I never saw it like that. What boy could, especially if he was saving the world?

In that very marvelous sitting room those descriptions came back to my mind. Is that how these people see me? Demure? A sweetheart? God, I hope not.

We talked—no, they talked, I listened. They told me about the house, about making films in Killarney—that’s when I first heard of Esmeralda—about the Abbey and Mr. Yeats and Mr. Synge. I don’t think the sun moved around the sky that afternoon; I believe it stood perfectly still high above me, as did time itself.

My idyll ended when my father came back. We heard him call from downstairs. The arch of Venetia’s eyebrows told me to go. On the staircase, he and I shook hands like friends, not father and son; I left the house edgy at my ousting.

Had I been less irked, I might not have exploded when I reached home. “Demure”? That vanished like the coward that it was. No sweetheart I—not at all. I, who had never raised my voice in anger, who wouldn’t say “Boo!” to a goose, screeched and screamed, rampaged and roared. I kicked the floor. Mother recoiled; her friendly dog had suddenly developed rabies.

“What, Mother?”

She waved a document. “It’s only a piece of paper.”

I now think there may also have been self-destruction and revenge in it. And a hastening of fate, as though sick of worrying as to how she could keep the farm going, she relinquished it.

“It’s a mortgage, Mother.”



[image: ]

When it came down to it, none of us had the power to digest what had happened. We had no preparation for such an event. We were emotionally quiet people. We had no training in relationship drama. How could we have? Our farm was like so many others. We had the usual scruffy backyard, never clean enough, with cows parading in and out twice a day, leaving their calling cards in great flat plashes a few feet from our back door.

We had a pigsty on the wrong side of the wind, so that winter and summer we had no choice but to be aware of what Mother called her “second family,” long, pinkish, snouted folk whose quick intelligence and easy responses delighted her. She was so fond of them that she scrubbed them with a yard brush. “The only woman in Ireland to wash pigs,” Large Lily said. “There’s people who don’t wash their children as often.”

And yes, we had a couple of good horses, and yes, an excellent motorcar, and a small truck, and yes, one of the first tractors in that part of the county—but that all came from management, not style.

But we had no “style” in the international-traveler, glossy-magazine sense of the word; we were what we seemed to be—an Irish farming family with no pretensions to glamour or sophistication.

Now, however, we were nothing, and I was the only one in the family who knew it—Mother certainly didn’t know.

“But mortgages are never cashed in.”

“Yes, they are.”

Now the screaming began. I’d had too much—too much for any grown man, let alone a boy fresh from school, waiting to go to college. I remember thinking, If only I could cry. And I remember thinking, Why do I know this is dangerous? Because it is. And I remember thinking, Where’s Billy Flockin’ Moloney when I need his language to describe this stupid woman, my mother?

She fetched the “piece of paper”—a Deed of Agreement nine pages long, every sentence a stick of dynamite, every page a minefield.

“Did you read this?”

“Mr. Horgan will read it”—Leonard Horgan, whose law firm had been our family solicitors for five generations.

“But you’ve signed it. It doesn’t matter who reads it.”

“I think it’s all right. Mr. Kelly is a very remarkable man.”

For what reason I don’t know—call it survival, call it instinct, call it James Clare and his talk of “power” and “story”—I ran to my room and came back with pen and paper.

“Now, Mother, tell me everything, and I’m going to write it down, what he said, what he offered, and what he said you were signing.”

For the next half hour, with me pushing her and pulling her, she told me the story of—call it by its right name—the confidence trick. Professor Fay was in on it, that little greased pig, and he in some ways did the most damage, because Mother had known him and had found him and his sister trustworthy in their dealings.

In essence, King Kelly had vaulted into Mother’s broken heart off Professor Fay’s shoulders. A low position to jump from, I know, but it didn’t need a big leap in those days to get into Mother’s heart.

My pen grew a blade. No sword was ever as mighty. The nib almost ripped the paper. Blobs of ink fell like buboes from the plague. I had fantasies as I wrote.

Had I known the word “scrotum” in those days, it would have joined “twist,” “shred,” and “wrench” in the language my mind was screaming. Had I been less “demure,” I would have written only four-letter words. Had I been less respectful as a son, I would have been screaming wild epithets with “stupidity” and “imbecility” in them.

The writing helped me to find the calm that lives in the heart of rage, and I got everything down, every sentence, every dripping cajole used by King Kelly. It filled six pages of my notebook.

“Read it, Mother.”

Mute as stone, she took it from my hand.

“Is it a true and accurate record?”

She nodded, afraid of me.

“Then write the words. ‘A true and accurate record,’ sign it underneath, and put in today’s date,” and I called, “Lily!”

The floor shook as Large Lily thundered in.

How did I know to do it? How did I understand that it needed a witness to Mother’s signature? How did I make sense of it all? I have no idea. Sometimes my mind leaks like a colander, sometimes it fills with sand, a silt piling up, and I have to tilt forward to get a clear view of my own floor. But sometimes, like a silver javelin coming at me, I see the truth, I see the right thing to do. I wish I could see that javelin more often—thick, shiny, sharp-pointed, and rotating slowly in the air as it aims at me; I still look for it.

“Mother. Listen to me.”

“Yes, Ben. I’ll listen carefully.” She had lately taken to saying this. She said it, I felt, out of defeat, as though by listening to me she could persuade the world to revive her and stand her on her feet again. She looked at me with the sad eyes of an ill-used dog.

“Understand this. Mr. Kelly has taken a mortgage over our property. It means that at the end of the month, if you haven’t paid him back all the two thousand he has loaned you, plus the interest he has declared, then he can evict you and move in here.”

“But the interest rate is very, very decent.”

“Nothing to do with it, Mother. How much of the money have you still got?”

“Well, Ben, I had bills to pay. I had to pay Billy and Lily.”

I sat back and so did she, and we both knew what had happened.

“Can you do something about it, Ben?”

There are some looks you never forget. Passion. Slyness. The sudden giveaway downward glance of somebody who’s manipulating you. Entreaty—that appeal that asks, “Can you do something, because I can’t?” Which was what I now saw in Mother, added to the chagrin, the “I’m so stupid” look, and in her case, the “My husband has left me” look.

So that you know—that was the moment when “demure” no longer applied. Timidity vamoosed, to use my father’s word. I can call up that “entreaty” look of Mother’s any time. For the purposes of telling you this story, I’ve just gone to a mirror and called it up, and I saw it reflected in my own eyes. I hope I never have to recall it again.
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I’m fond of the word hero. James Clare and I talked about it often, and I made him laugh when I described how, as a little boy, I used to stride through our woods as I thought a hero might—long steps and emphatic footfalls. He loved it.

“But that’s how they walked,” he said. “That’s how the gods strode the mountaintops. How do you think Finn MacCool went across the Giant’s Causeway from Ireland to Scotland? Think about seven-league boots.”

I love the idea of seven-league boots—a league is three miles; therefore you travel twenty-one miles with each stride: perfect.

That hero stride came back to me when I left the house, with Mother numb in the parlor. God, I had seven-league boots! I was about to descend on Mr. Kelly and Professor Fay and crush them with my giant boots. How dare they?!

If you’d been there, you’d have seen my stride—a “here’s-my-head-my-legs-are-following” sort of aggression about me. It used to make Billy Moloney laugh.

“There’ll be flockin’ trouble now,” he’d say.

I headed like a beast for the cottage. This had to be sorted out. Not for a day longer could that mortgage be permitted to exist. I didn’t know what I was going to do; all I knew is that I intended to do something.

In those woods, where, as I’ve told you, every tree is my friend, there’s a clearing. It’s far from the paths but I know it well, and I’ve always loved it. Mother took me there first, and told me that she used to lie on the grass in the pool of sunlight during the months before I was born.

I often meant to ask her whether I’d been conceived there. It became my true childhood refuge, my place when I was confused or lonely, as I was without a sister, brother, or often even a nearby friend. Hazel trees rim this clearing, decent with branches; it’s like a big circle of peace.

Buying time—I think I was trying to establish whether my timidity really was evaporating—I headed for the clearing, intending to go on from there to the cottage and see Mr. Kelly or Professor Fay or both. As I got nearer, I heard noises—metallic sounds and voices raised.

In my clearing? What the hell!

The ferns stood shoulder-high and no Mohican ever reconnoitered like I did. I got forward to the hazels without disturbing a frond. Through the greenery gleamed something incongruous—a strong color blue. And a gunmetal gray. And a man in a loud check suit with a big, unlit cigar. And a sweaty little man beside him, pompous as a gamecock.

The blue came from the shirts worn by thirty, forty, maybe fifty men; the gray from the barrels of the guns they sported as they drilled up and down; the loud voice from a white-haired man older than my father. He also wore a blue shirt as he put the armed men through their paces as though he were drilling a secret army. Which he was.

Very Important Digression: We had Fascism in Ireland. It wasn’t called that—but Fascism is what it was. Very suitable, in part, to the Irish temperament; if we want to settle an argument, observe how often we use our fists. Avoid doing it if you can; it’s a bad idea. Extend such a tendency upward into the national body politic and you can easily see that there are many ways in which we’d have been pals with Hitler. Communism would never have worked for us—we’re too envious. Climbing up by standing on the bodies of those you’ve killed—that’d work.

Let me explain the root of the word Fascism to you, because you’ll already have come across it very often. I find that I understand more in life—and more clearly—if I go by the language.

Here’s what I understand by Fascism, one of the filthiest words in the world.

In some form, it originated within the Roman Empire, where, as a symbol of military power, legions carried an ornamental, tightly bound set of fasces, the rods of authority. These were bundles of short staves held together by leather bands, and when an order wasn’t obeyed, the officer carrying them brought them crashing down on the head of the offending soldier.

Eventually they gained ceremonial status, and in the Roman Senate, when somebody wanted a debate to end, he reached for the ornamental rods and raised them—to signify that there would be no more discussion.

Don’t trust me necessarily on this; place no bets. My authority, our English teacher, Mr. O’Toole, also told us that you determine the sex of chickens by holding a needle on a thread above the chicken’s private parts, and if the pendulous needle swings up and down in a straight line it’s a boy chicken, and if the pendulum describes a wide circle it’s a girl chicken.

When Mr. de Valera won in 1932, a number of his opponents contemplated the Fascist route back to power. This is what happened: Six days before the election, a bunch of men (fascists always move in bunches) met in the Wynns Hotel on Abbey Street in Dublin. It became a notorious meeting, at which many of those attending, including several army officers, understood that they were participating in a “might is right” debate. And it wasn’t the first such meeting—it’s merely the most famous.

By then guns were available. To cut a long story short, within a year the militia that they founded had begun to appear across the country. They didn’t wear brown shirts like Hitler’s bunch, or black shirts, like Oswald Mosley’s mobs in England—they wore blue; and they had the straight-arm salute. I don’t know if they ever worked out a Gaelic equivalent of Sieg Heil!—but I remember them in towns and villages, and they looked sinister.

What I saw in my little clearing in the woods must have been one of their very first musterings. Years later, I heard that they’d come together very quickly, because their eventual leader, the man I’d met named O’Duffy, then the country’s chief of police, had substantial organizational talents.

That afternoon, as I peered through the ferns, they seemed very pleased with themselves. With them stood the man with the thick and sleek black hair who had had the gun in the cottage. End—for the moment—of Very Important Digression.
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I lingered and lurked, hidden in the ferns. The men had little skill, and only a few knew how to handle and present a rifle. They marched like rookies, but hard and determined; if zeal wins wars, we were lost. Hands slapped on the guns as they presented arms; bolts clanged in the sunshine. When the “Stand at ease” order went up, I ducked back through the ferns and got to the cottage before anybody returned.

Through the window, Mary Lewis saw me arrive and came to the door. Her smile of welcome had too much of the gloat in it for comfort.

“How’s Mammy?”

I hated that parental term—syrupy, gooey, and too common; children all over Ireland used it, and I knew married men who addressed their wives as “Mammy.” To this day, it makes me inclined to retch.

“Is Mr. Kelly here?”

“That’s a very nice coat.” Mary Lewis stepped too close and fingered my sleeve. “I s’pose ’tis as well you got it while your daddy could still afford it.”

“When will Mr. Kelly be back?”

“Did you know he has me permanent?” She looked at me like a slug—but I felt like a bird. “And great wages. How much is Lily getting from your mammy?”

I looked hard at her and she retreated.

“You should see the French wines they have here. And a ton of cheese.”

I turned to go and she said, “He’s not far away—d’you want to wait?”

We called it “the cottage” but many people raised families in smaller houses. Mary Lewis had a fire burning, and I could see why the Fays liked the place so much; cozy and quiet, full of what Mother called her “warmth colors”—browns and soft greens and mustard cushions.

Mary Lewis disappeared into the kitchen at the rear, and I stood in front of the fire trying to make myself feel proprietorial. I had no anchor. Up to then, when faced with anything, I asked myself what my father would do. But that sense of authority in me had been undermined—by him. No anchor—and no rudder. Difficult to be proprietorial.

Now, at the moment when I needed the authority and its strength, I couldn’t muster it, but I managed to produce the next best thing—silence, or something close to it. Not entirely by will, though—when King Kelly arrived, my tongue stuck to the roof of my mouth.

All his affability had fallen away.

“What can I do for you?”

Oh, those glittering eyes.

“The mortgage,” I said.

“You left us early on Sunday, eh?”

My brain was rocking like a boat in a storm; my eyes, damn them, watered.

“The mortgage you made my mother sign.”

Behind him appeared Professor Fay.

“What’s this? What’s this?”

“He’s muttering about something.”

Little sweaty Fay had the decency to flinch. His pitted skin had black pigments like those of a coal miner. He said nothing.

I stepped away from the fire and made for the door. What I now know is that, despite my terror in the moment, my silence frightened them.

“You’re not leaving us, are you?” said Professor Fay.

King Kelly picked up the warning and became the cheery host again.

“We’re famished. And young lads are always famished, aren’t they?”

“They are, Tom, they are, Tom.”

King Kelly called. “Mary!”

She appeared, smarmy as a courtier.

“Mary, Mary, quite contrary, will you make us all a sandwich. Not the one sandwich for the three of us. Make three.”

By the time they’d finished their false laughing I’d sidestepped King Kelly and swerved through the door.

Not clean away, however—he called me.

“D’you know about the Golden Rule?”

I turned, in midstride (by now I was a giant again), and I think I held a pose, as I quoted from our Christian-doctrine class in school.

“Yes. Do unto others as you would have them do unto you.”

“What?” King Kelly looked at me as though I had just grown an additional head. “What the blazes are you talking about, boy?”

“The Golden Rule. Moral reciprocity.”

“No, boy. The Golden Rule is—the man with the gold makes the rules.”
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This is the point where I think perhaps you’ll begin to dislike me. Feel free—because I did many despicable things. Sin is falling short of your own standards; I discovered that fact at the age of eighteen; I didn’t know what it was before then. In which case I sinned. On a grand scale. Don’t rush to judgment, though; my sins may not be what you think they were. Did I cause them? Or did they “happen” to me? The telling of this tale determines and identifies them.

Here’s my first offense: I ran away. Appalling. I ran away from Mother and left her to stew in her own gravy—in fear, in dread. After my giant strides (in which I’d accomplished nothing), back to the house I went; in my father’s little office I found the cashbox, took a chunk of money, tiptoed out to the yard, and drove away.

There’s a place where the driveway bends, and you can look back and see the front door, and I looked back and I saw her. She stood there, not beckoning, not waving, just bewildered.

That decent, good woman—how could I have done it? How could I have abandoned her like that? At the time when she most needed me? And I knew that she had nobody. Mother had too much pride to ask for help. I had been her lifeline, I knew that, and now I had shredded the strands of that rope, whose threads were already thin.

Worst of all, I knew what I was doing. I knew I was abandoning her to the dreadful life that had just fallen on top of her and—be shocked by this—I enjoyed doing it. Yes—a part of me relished it. Somewhere inside me, a grim creature spoke, larger than an imp, not quite as big as an ogre, a creature who had not previously existed.

It said, “Hee-hee, you’re getting away from it all; that’s right—run. Why not? It’s the best thing for you. Therefore it’s the right thing to do.”

The sun that day shone like the face of beauty. Birds had come back to the fields after winter. A new government was sliding into power. Life was opening up. I was never going home again. “Demure.” A “sweetheart.” Not now, not ever again, no more “obedience” and “conscientiousness” and “responsibility,” the watchwords of my childhood—I’d had far too much of all that.

The moment when we do things that we shouldn’t is also the moment when we least and most see the truth about ourselves. That has been my experience; maybe it’s different for you. As I drove out through our gateway I thought, I’m not carrying this burden anymore. That was me seeing the least truth of myself. And the most truth at that moment? Simple. I had discovered kissing, and that was what I was going after.

Kissing, and some notes thereupon, as we take this now-familiar journey to the house in Charleville, on roads empty save for creamery wagons and an almond-eyed goat here and there.

Once again, go for the language: Here you’ll find a disappointment; I’ve been able to trace few linguistic roots for kiss. Mind you, there’s a limit to the number of people of whom one may inquire. In her later years, and when I was older too, I asked Miss Dora Fay.

“It’s onomatopoeic. Every culture had a ritual kissing gesture of some kind. And the lips when employed in kissing make a sucking and blowing sound.” And she smiled. “Terrific, isn’t it?”

One afternoon, not long before he died, I contrived to lead my father to the word.

“Osculation,” he said immediately, and also quoted verbatim one of his gods, the aforementioned Mr. Bierce; “‘A word invented by the poets as a rhyme for ‘bliss.’” He grew somber. “Don’t ever give in to a pity kiss.”

He never told me what he meant.

How surprising kissing felt. I didn’t know that excitement could have such a dry, cool feeling.

And—that kissing on Sunday, was that all there was to it? What do I do if saliva escapes? When I’m excited I burble a little, some foam is loosed. “Say it, don’t spray it, MacCarthy,” Mr. O’Toole used to say to me when I was standing up in class.

I’ve mentioned eyes, haven’t I? Meaning, I didn’t know whether to keep them open or closed. My instinct had been to close them—to concentrate on the enjoyment. Yet I also wanted to see her eyes, guess what she was thinking.

And—what are we supposed to think about while kissing? I found myself thinking, What about my nose—how do I keep it out of the way? And where do I put the rest of myself? And Is there anybody I can tell about this?

Breathing too—what to do about it? I didn’t want to blow a gale into the poor girl’s lungs; kissing wasn’t the artificial respiration they taught to lifeguards—at least I knew that much. But if I breathed through my nose wouldn’t she feel my nostrils dilating? And—wouldn’t it be only a matter of minutes before I was heaving like a dragon? Yes—there were things I needed to know here.

Tightness of embrace? Now we get into the difficult and confusing stuff. When kissing Venetia I felt certain softnesses that I knew to be bosoms. Not bosoms like Aunt Anne’s rock-hard prow. Am I supposed to feel more of them with my chest? Am I supposed to stand back? Is there a recommended stance for all this? I doubted it, because there was also lying down to be considered—eventually.
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You can imagine, can’t you, the clashing sounds in my head as I slowed down the car in Charleville. At least I knew where to find everybody. The pickings had proven so rich in this part of Munster that the show decided to work every small town in the counties of Cork, Limerick, Tipperary, and Waterford. I was to learn that Sarah had decreed Clare too poor and Kerry too sharp-witted: “In the one there’s little financial reward, in the other there’s only emotional defeat.” Meaning that the Clare people wouldn’t or couldn’t spend the money, and the Kerry people knew every line of every Shakespeare play, and knew them better than anybody in the company, including herself and her daughter.

I hadn’t worked out a plan as to how I should address my father. Certainly I must tell him about the mortgage—or must I? Wouldn’t that only drag me back to the problem I was fleeing? He’d want me to deal with it. That was my guess.

He had found his bench again, across the street from the old Market House, and he had company—the neckless little actor. I strolled over, not as calm as I tried to appear, and the neckless one, whose name was Graham, first made room for me with a nervous smile, and then stood to go. Do these people know all about this situation? The thought angered and embarrassed me.

“No-no-no need to go, Graham. Ben’s good company—” But Graham went. “They’ve started the prosecutions,” said my father as I sat down. “A fellow in Dublin got two months in jail. And there were twenty others who tried to vote early and often.”

I said nothing and he shook out the newspaper, went to another page.

“Happy-happy-happy Birthday this week to the Countess of Athlone.”

Again, I didn’t bite. He flipped another page and a new note came into his voice.

“Have you got any investments in British government securities? Everybody seems to think they’re doing well.”

Sarcasm. I didn’t hear it often from my father. He used it on the workmen: “Billy, did you leave the gate open to let air into the field?” And, as you know, he had used it on Missy Casey—but never on Mother or me.

My father, I think, sensed the pressure from me. He looked nervous. The rapid turning of the newspaper pages—that wasn’t typical; he usually read every page from stem to stern.

He stopped at a page. “‘For your throat’s sake smoke Craven A—the cigarette made specially to prevent sore throats.’”

“Stop,” I said. “Stop your nonsense now.”

He didn’t look at me. With great care he folded the newspaper, rose and walked away down the street; I watched him out of sight. Another unseasonable day of sunny warmth—and something was taking place, some kind of reckoning.

From inside the open front door of Sarah’s house, I heard a voice rising and falling, in recitation, not in song. I went indoors, treading heavily after my knock had gone unanswered. Nobody heard my step; I reached the kitchen unintercepted. As usual, clinical tidiness everywhere, with no sign of Mrs. Haas. Who was reciting and where?

I returned to the hallway and heard the voice clearly. From upstairs, and with great power it came, and although I couldn’t hear the words I recognized the cadence.

With one foot on the lower step I waited, fully aware of what I wanted to do. How long did I stand there like that? Perhaps two hours, perhaps a minute or so. Already it had become that kind of day.

I looked down at my excellently polished shoes and the home-knit yellow socks, and I still felt no pang of remorse about having abandoned Mother. My hand on the newel post felt strong and dry. With my foot firmly on the stair tread and my grip on the round cone of the newel, I had become a hero to myself once more.

The voice stopped. All sounds from the outside world ceased too. I heard only what echoed inside my head. A kind of bell, was it? Not necessarily a bell, but the same quality of sound, the clean peal of a clarion. I made ready to move and squared up my heart and mind to be as one.

Up the first step. And now the second. And next the third, to the little platform, the small, low landing from which the staircase turned left and climbed its full length upward. These were slow, heavyish, deliberate steps.

I looked up—to where I had previously seen the heads of daughter and mother, the younger above the older. Now I saw no head, and I heard no voice.

Then the voice began again, lower, still in a reciting lilt. If I climbed some more steps I might make out the words. I softened the weight of my footfall, not to creep or lurk, merely to dim the noise and hear the verse. The voice proved too soft.

I thought I detected the word “Netherby,” and my heart leapt. Young Lochinvar stands among my greatest heroes. He carried away—stirring verse—the bride of Netherby because she should have married him in the first place. I climbed on. “Halfway up the stairs is the stair where I sit,” but I didn’t sit.

The voice stopped and the door opened. She said that it wasn’t so much that she heard me as that she felt my presence. My presence? I didn’t even know what that was.

My presence. For months, for years, I hugged the words to myself. I hugged them when elated, when depressed. What’s the difference between those two states, elated and depressed? None. They’re both liars.

“Some people are like that,” said Venetia. “They have a force in their spirit that announces them.”

She stood aside to admit me to the same small sitting room. The colors seemed brighter than before, probably because the sun had begun to stream in. She stepped in behind me and I walked straight to the window.

Not a soul to be seen down there in the cut-stone street. I saw a pony and cart with its silver churns. The pony looked listless, and I guessed that the owner had gone into a bar across the street. A small bird flew by, a sparrow. His movements were like my thoughts—small, but for him, huge, with much flickering and whurruping.

Venetia stayed where she’d entered, her back against the closed door. She said that she’d been rehearsing a poem she wanted to introduce into the show soon. And she said that I, in my being, had reminded her of the poem. It was “Lochinvar.”

I felt the compliment, I felt the thrill of it. And I felt the thump of it: Was this a manipulation? Was Venetia manipulating me? But I didn’t care; I took it for what it felt like, and now I was a giant again, now I was a hero. A tongue-tied hero, perhaps, and my legs were shaking a little.

Turning away from the window I looked at her. Definitely I can say that this was the first time I’d ever looked at a girl with such intensity. Not curiosity—I had done that; I had done that with the occasional girlfriends of Large Lily when they called to the house, girls who were wild and drab all at once. And I had looked—yech!—at simpering and false Mary Lewis. But I hadn’t truly known why I was looking at any of them at all.

I knew, though, why I was looking at Venetia Kelly now. It had nothing immediate to do with the fact that she was daughter of Sarah, the wicked queen, and granddaughter of the evil King.

Every time I feel heat from the sun on my shoulders it’s the sun that came through that window. Every time I look out of a window from an upper floor, I’m looking out of that window. I didn’t know then that I would go on to have so much of me formed by that moment. But if you’d been there and if you’d asked me, I might have sworn an oath that yes, I would remain like that all my life. And I have done—taking every reference point of serious awakening from those few seconds of sensation.

The curtains had a willow-branch pattern, long and climbing. I’ve ever since liked willow branches. On the sash bar sat a perfect little porcelain knob for opening the catch. My heart lifts if I find one in a house or hotel today. The window had shutters too, folded back, just the same as in my room at home.

My coat had a herringbone pattern. I know because I now studied the sleeve as intently as an archaeologist looks at a shard. The air felt light. Perfume somewhere? Too early for flowers. My feet on the wooden floor felt solid and comforting.

Her voice was telling me that she knew I’d come back for her, and she even wondered whether that was the reason she had been rehearsing the poem. The sound in my head, the bell that wasn’t a bell, rang more beautifully now, and each stroke, each tolling ring, came from somewhere I’d never been.

You think I exaggerate? I do not. This was the beginning of the passion by which I now live, and by which I began to live that day. I knew it from the moment I turned around and saw her arms open wide toward me and heard her say the word “Welcome.”

Whatever tragedy followed has been of my doing.
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We didn’t embrace. Instead, she took my hands and looked me directly in the eye. She said that we should sit down, and she arranged us on the sofa. Directed by a gentle push from her, I sat back and she sat up, on the edge of the couch, where she could look at me. A blind spectator would have grasped the gravity between us.

“Why d’you think I haven’t married or settled down?” she said. “And I’m nearly past the age of what’s seen as marriageable. Ben, we could search the world. We might find partners with whom we could have good and even excellent lives. I don’t believe in that. For me it’s always been the idea of one and one only whom I’d recognize the moment I saw him.”

In my newfound sense of purpose, I went straight to the point I most needed to have answered.

“My father believes he’ll be with you for life.”

“I’ve already told you—he was the path to you.”

“But he lives with you?” No matter how I tried, I couldn’t get rid of the burning hurt that he didn’t live at home anymore.

“I’ve told you what goes on between your father and me.” She paused.

I thought, I’ve never seen anybody I like as much. But I’ve never met an actress before; I hope that’s not the only reason I like her. That’s true to this day. Just “liked”—I liked her deep down the way I ordinarily liked my father, and I liked her the way I ordinarily liked Mother—that is to say, feelings of great warmth, together with a profound interest in their best well-being, and what I could contribute to it. The word love has had a bad time. I myself am not much good at defining it. But I think it begins with “like.”

The same impulses as I’d always had for my parents flooded all over me now. Were I wealthy beyond planets I’d spend it all on this girl’s safety and comfort.

Venetia went on. “I didn’t want your father to leave his home. And farm. And wife. And son. As you know, he’d been following the show for months. Each night he’d come around to the back, and we’d all go off and have something to eat and drink and he always paid. Not that we couldn’t afford to—we have plenty of money, especially when my mother’s traveling with us. Not to mention my grandfather. And we’ll come to him soon.”

I tried to enumerate the questions in my head. Immediately I had the fear that I’d never get to ask them all, would never get all the answers I needed. Yet Venetia, beside me, looking at me, had suddenly, at one stroke it seemed, become a permanent part of me. The importance of my questions was fading.

“When your father first declared himself, long before he began to travel with us, my mother and my grandfather urged me to accept him. He’s young enough, they said, the age gap, twenty years, that’s nothing. And he has money. Yes, there’s no divorce in Ireland, but there is in England and in the United States. He can get a divorce somewhere.”

“Divorce”? She might as well have said “murder.” Although I’d never heard of anybody in Ireland who was divorced, I knew that it had the worst associations, not just illegal but evil. I saw Mother shudder when she heard the word—which wasn’t often.

And I had my own shudder. Mother. Grandfather. Was a plot emerging? Worse—was she part of it, this girl to whom I had already committed myself, even though I had as yet no idea of such a concept, nor a language for expressing commitment?

There isn’t a term comprehensive enough for the kind of commitment I entered into that day. All I knew is that the world could now go on safely about its business, because I could stop worrying about the rest of my life; I was feeling the safety that’s embodied in commitment, no matter how heartbreaking it may be.

The floor had a rug woven with the scarlet, orange, and gray mysteries of Afghanistan. It didn’t reach to each wall, and the boards in between had been painted gray-white.

“I like your father very much indeed. No, I should say I love him. I do. He’s a dear and wonderful man. And because he’s like that I’ve let him into my life. We aren’t lovers, if you know what that means.”

She looked at me and she knew I didn’t know, except perhaps by dim instinct.

“Never mind. We travel together to the towns where we have shows. He watches me. Did you know that he’s a wonderful critic?”

I said, “He reads a lot of Shakespeare.”

“And,” said Venetia, “he tells me that you’re better on Shakespeare than he is. Instinctively, he says.”

“That can’t be the case,” I said.

“He brings you into every conversation.”

“You told me that,” I said, and shook my head. I didn’t think that my father talked about me to anybody, but when she told me I believed her.

Venetia said, “It’s ‘Ben this’ and ‘Ben that’—and it’s not all easy either.”

I must have looked alarmed because she leaned forward and stroked my face.

“No, no, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to upset you. What I wanted to say is this—he talks about the anguish of loving you. He says there’s no pain like the pain of a father for a son.”

On the wall hung a painting of an old stone bridge, with a high curved arch and black water tumbling beneath. And now I must have twitched, because she took my hands to her lips and kissed my knuckles.

“I know what you looked like as a baby. I know that you didn’t speak your first words until you were almost two, and that you then spoke perfectly. I know that all who meet you consider you strong and generous and funny. In return, I tell him about the loves I know—Shakespeare’s women, Lady Margaret and Cordelia and Ophelia and Juliet. When it ends, he kisses me on the cheek. That’s all.”

In the silence that followed, both of us heard a sound. I listened. From somewhere outside the room a little creature was sawing—a steady, rasping sound, quite faint but distinct in the still air of the day.

Venetia whispered, “Audrey’s room is across the way.”

Mrs. Haas had her shoes off.
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We stood up. Venetia told me that my father would soon return, that they had an “appointment”—to fill a number of hours free before she had to travel to that night’s show. I made no comment; my mind had ceased working.

She said, “Come back tomorrow. At two o’clock.”

I met my father on the staircase. He didn’t look alarmed or surprised, but he did look different. Had he changed? Oscar Wilde greeted somebody one day: “Oh, there you are—I didn’t recognize you because I’ve changed so much.” Had I changed so much? No. That’s fanciful, isn’t it? Or—is it? He definitely looked different.

I said, “I’ve had a long talk with Venetia.”

Maybe a shiftiness came into his eyes. Maybe he looked uncomfortable—but if he did, it was fleeting and minuscule.

“The-the-the new routine for Blarney is great,” he said.

“Do you know about Mother?”

Now little shadows did gather in his eyes.

“She didn’t write to me or anything.”

James Clare once told me that I have what he called a “burly” mind, meaning that I too often attack problems with mental force, hammer rather than scalpel.

“Where would she write to you?”

“Is she all right?”

“Except for the mortgage.”

I heard my harshness and was dismayed by it. What had happened to me? My father heard it too.

“That’s no way to talk about an act of decency.”

“How do you make that out?”

He said, “Mr. Kelly has his family’s interest at heart. In this case his granddaughter’s.”

“And the guns?”

I expect that you’ve never had the experience of looking into the eyes of an adult male to whom you have looked up all your life, whose welfare has been of the dearest concern to you, whose well-being you have plotted inside yourself insofar as you could, and suddenly seen something different there, a complete lack of competence, a crude ignorance.

What a chastening moment. Except—be careful here: This is all hindsight. I thought none of those things at that time. I do know this, however; I had enough presence of mind to be shocked at myself when I found my hands curling into tight fists ready to punch my father hard in each eye. Even more shocking—I knew it had little, or even nothing, to do with what he had put Mother and me through. That also was what James Clare meant by a “burly” mind.

If I’d known where to find him I’d have gone looking for James Clare. I needed to steady myself; such little self-knowledge as I had told me that much. My father continued upstairs and I heard him knock, then enter the room where I had been sitting with Venetia and close the door behind him. He’ll now be sitting on a couch still warm from me. The thought gave me a shiver.

I was ravenously hungry. My food savior appeared—Mrs. Haas, and I thought, She’s going to make me one of those great sandwiches. But she didn’t; instead, with a worried face, she made a shooing gesture, flicking the back of her hand at me, and mouthing the word “Go.”

How strange can all this get? I thought. I wish I’d had a voice inside me saying, You ain’t seen nothin’ yet.

No James Clare, no Miss Fay, no food, no nothing, no nobody. I didn’t want to eat in the town—that is, if I could find somewhere to eat, which didn’t seem likely. Not thinking where I walked, I found myself beside the car, climbed in, and drove away.

I had no place to go. My father didn’t want me near him. Venetia did seem to want me near her—but not yet. Home offered no option; I had left there. The show had gone to Adare, one of the prettiest villages in Ireland. No harm in going there. And anyway my father had alerted me to a new routine by Blarney.

Minutes later, on the outskirts of Charleville, I passed a sports field; above the walls I could see the tall uprights of the goals. I also saw a number of bicycles leaning there, perhaps twenty in all.

A game of football was beginning, a pickup game, no formality, no jerseys or other kit, just a bunch of fellows and a leather football in the middle of the day.

Important Digression: Our “football” in Ireland refers to Gaelic football, a game that looks a little like soccer, and a little like rugby, and nothing like either. It is played with a round ball and fifteen men on a team, and a player is allowed to handle the ball but not throw it; bounce it, but not too often; run with it, flipping the ball from hand to toe (considered an exercise in great skill); field it—the higher the better; and kick it as far and as accurately as possible. End of Important Digression.

I played it in school, and (excuse the immodesty, but you need to know this) I was the star player and became the senior team captain, playing at midfield—which is where the traffic of the game gets controlled. These players, in their everyday clothes, seemed about my age, and I asked to join in.

For the next hour or so I had a good time. The confusion of encountering my father dissolved; the hero returned. It took me a few minutes to warm up, and I had to decide how much clothing to discard. Sunshine or no, the air still had a nip in it, which gave the exercise a sharp edge.

It’s a violent game. When you leap to field a ball coming from on high, you make yourself vulnerable from the fingertips down, leaving the length of your body open to attack by a shoulder-charging opponent running at you. But when you’re up there, your feet three or four feet off the ground, in a leap that you’ve achieved by running into a takeoff, and you feel your fingertips touching and then closing on the leather of the ball—there’s no feeling like it. Also, it’s almost impossible not to do it elegantly.

How I played! I had joined an ordinary, casual game of football, dragged together by lads from the town and nearby countryside, all of whom no longer went to school—some were apprentices or clerks—and who played like this, weather permitting, every week.

Like a bird, or a salmon at the weir, I rose above the others, fielding impeccably. Nobody reached me up there, nobody rose as high, and when I came down to earth I strode among them like the giant I had become.

The ball went where I sent it—to the hands of a player on my team or between the goalposts. When I made a run, it came from my toe to my hand as though connected by elastic string. My shoulders went into challenges fearlessly. I ran as fast as I’d ever done.

Energy, energy—that’s all I was, a mass of energy, heat, and speed. And urgency—I wanted to spend energy, I wanted to put force about me, to send force from me out across the earth, to express strength, to see what power was. That afternoon I could have done anything I wanted.

At the end we took our farewells. The exercise had been exactly what I needed. They asked me back, they asked me where I lived and if I would play for their team. But I avoided disclosing whence I came.

The boys gathered around the car and for ten minutes or so I had to tell them all about it. Like monkeys, they poked here, picked there, sat in the driver’s seat, the passenger seat, the rear seats, touching it, stroking the leather, turning the wheel.

One boy, red-haired, asked me if I’d give him a lift home, that he’d love his father to see the car; he had been the other outstanding player in the field. He sat beside me, we drove away, and that’s how I came to eat my next meal.

They had a good farm, not as clean as ours, and not as modern. A horse and a pony did their work—the horse for the heavy fields, the pony for lighter jobs such as taking the churns to the creamery or the family to Mass on a Sunday morning.

Many children and their mother came out to see the car. When the husband and oldest son came in from the fields, they had to see it too. Inside the house, I was given full plates of food—and an unpleasant shock.

Having eaten, the children scattered. The father, when I told him, roughly, my address, asked me if I knew “that immoral fellow who was after running away with some dirty woman.”

I said I knew nothing of it; his wife spoke words like “scoundrel,” “scandal,” and “disgraceful.” As soon as I could, I left the house, trying not to look hasty—but hurt to the core.
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En route to the show I got lost in the maze of small roads around Ballingarry. Not all signposts had been reinstalled since the War of Independence, when local people removed them to confuse the British soldiers. By the time I got to Adare, the show had begun; I paid my ticket to somebody I’d never seen before and squeezed into a tight standing space at the back.

Portia had just begun the “quality of mercy” speech. How odd to see her onstage again, and how thrilling. On account of my height I had a clear view; I hoped that she could see me, but I wasn’t close enough to check whether her eyes found me. Nor could I see my father, but from that I deduced nothing—impossible to find anybody in so packed a hall.

Other than the Shakespeare, they had revamped the repertoire a little. Michael had a new tumbling act, and it required the entire stage, because he rolled across it like a wheel with spokes. The rude lovers had again become a milkmaid and her randy farmer, with much chasing around a wooden cow. And, as I’d hoped, “Lochinvar” appeared—Venetia’s next starring piece.

So daring in love and so dauntless in war,

Have ye e’er heard of gallant like young Lochinvar?

   She told it like a story almost, yet never failing to hit the rhyme and keep its ballad shape, and she extracted from it every drop of romance. I don’t care what the audience thought—I know it was meant for me, and I know that it was about me. That’s what life is like at that age, especially for an only child.

I found the show much improved—or was my heart so engaged that my objectivity had dissolved? Yet the audience bore me out, shouting and stamping their feet. And then came the biggest cheer of the night—Blarney.

This time he arrived sitting like a monkey on Venetia’s shoulders. She sat on a chair, brought him down, and plonked him on her knee. Now the wooden horse stood nearby—I’d first seen it in Cashel.

“Whassup with you?”

Venetia looked at him, puzzled. “What do you mean, Blarney?”

“Why aren’t you on the horse?”

“I’m resting him. He has a race on Saturday.”

Blarney peered around her, twisted his head in a cunning leer at the audience, and looked up at Venetia.

“He. Has. A race. Is that what you said?”

“Yes, Blarney.”

“He—races?” Doubt hung in icicles from his voice.

“Yes, Blarney.”

“But he’s wooden.” And just as Venetia was about to retort, he warned, “Don’t say it.”

The audience loved it. Blarney winked at them. Then he sat back, his head against Venetia’s upper arm, and looked up at her.

“Venetia?” His voice sounded plaintive.

“Yes, Blarney.”

“Venetia, do you love me?”

“Yes, Blarney.”

“Say it.”

“I’ve just said it.”

“No, you only said, ‘Yes.’ Tell me you love me.”

“I love you.”

“You do?”

“I love you, Blarney.”

“That’s good, Venetia. And do you love only me? No, don’t answer that question.” Blarney sat up in alarm and stared wide-eyed and open-mouthed around the audience. Then he cocked his head to one side and looked up at her. “Give me a hug, Venetia.”

“Of course I will, Blarney.”

She coiled an arm around him and pressed his face to her bosom.

We heard him saying a muffled “I can’t breathe,” and she released him. He spent some time getting himself to rights on her knee again and looked out at the audience.

“If I tell you a joke will you give me a kiss?”

“I will, Blarney.”

“It’s a joke about drinking.”

“Yes, Blarney.”

“It’s a joke about the Irish and drinking.” “Yes, Blarney.”

“An Irishman walked out of a pub.”

He paused. Venetia looked down at him; he swiveled his head from the audience and looked up at her.

“Go on, Blarney.”

“That’s the joke. An Irishman walked out of a pub.”

The crowd began to get it. Venetia pretended not to, and he explained.

“No Irishman would ever walk out of a pub. Even if they wanted to, most Irishmen wouldn’t be able to walk out of a pub. They’d fall out of a pub.”

He got a huge cheer.

“Where’s my kiss?”

Venetia kissed him on the forehead and Blarney pretended to swoon. He sat up again and composed himself.

“Venetia?”

“Yes, Blarney.”

“Do you love me?”

Venetia looked away, a little miffed. Blarney banged his head against her arm. “Do you love me?”

“I told you I do, Blarney.”

“Would you ever love somebody else?”

“I might, Blarney.”

Blarney turned his head into Venetia’s bosom and began to sob; the audience said a huge “Awww …”

“Blarney, it’s all right. There’s nobody like you.”

He lifted his head. “You have the look of somebody in love with somebody. Are you sure ’tis me?”

“Blarney, I love you.”

“Venetia, what’s wrong with you?”

“What do you mean, Blarney?”

“What kind of a woman are you?”

“I don’t know what you mean, Blarney.”

“A fine woman like you loving a wooden dummy.” And he cackled.
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I didn’t attempt to meet anybody after the show. Venetia had been so emphatic, so specific about our appointment next day, and I didn’t want to breach her arrangements or jeopardize my own interests. Which, by now, had become considerable. I thought of nothing but her, I imagined nothing but being with her. As to how it might work out regarding my father—I had no idea what to do, and it didn’t seem to be troubling me very much.

Anyway, I had a more immediate problem—I had no place to stay. Having got lost on my way to the show had left me without a chance to find a place for the night. I can best describe my state and attitude as “light-headed”—not quite irresponsible and wild but getting there fast. Yet for all my feckless mood I didn’t want to sleep in the car—so I reversed my earlier decision and decided to sleep at home. That’s how consistent I was!

I knew how to do it without being detected. If I cut the headlights before rounding the corner, I could leave the car parked on the driveway; I could even face it back toward the road for a quick dawn getaway.

All went according to plan. I tiptoed from the parked car onto the grass verge and walked along to the yard, then slipped through the back door. With the flashlight I had taken from the car I found bread, cheese, and milk, and ate in the kitchen.

The house had an uneasy feel, but I couldn’t say why. Things seemed to have been put back in wrong places; the bucket of spring water for the kitchen (drawn every day from the well, usually by Billy, Lily, or me) always lived on a small wooden platform inside the scullery door; now it had been moved along the wall to a more inconvenient place. Two empty mugs sat on the table, something never allowed by Mother, who liked all surfaces clean and clear. The aprons hung on a hook in the scullery, and not on the rear of the main kitchen door.

I headed upstairs, feeling disjointed. And—shock! I found my bedroom door locked. I stopped and listened—not a sound anywhere. Again I tried the doorknob, and pressed the door hard in case something had jammed. No, this door was locked. But it had never been locked; there was a key; it lived above the door on the lip of the frame—but I’d never seen it used in my life.

We had four bedrooms—my parents’ room, mine, and two guest rooms. I tried the two empty rooms first—all doors locked. No keys anywhere, nothing on top of any doorframe. I figured that I had to brave Mother, so I knocked on her partly open door. Had she been locking these rooms for a reason? I needed to know. No answer. I knocked again, slightly louder, then I beamed my flashlight and tipped open the door an inch at a time. And found an empty room.

The bed remained as impeccably dressed as she left it every day. I lit the large oil lamp on my father’s night table and looked all around. Some decision had been taken about this room. It felt abandoned. Everything might have seemed normal—but there’s more to a room than the way the furniture is arranged.

I then lit her lamp, and the two together gave me a very full light. Walking here and there, I looked at this and that, uncomfortable at the hugeness of the sinister shadows I made—but that wasn’t what disturbed me. Something here was very wrong; I had come home to an empty house.

Everywhere I went, I found the same impression—although things seemed more or less normal, they also felt different. Downstairs, some chairs had been moved around in the parlor; the settee in the hall had been dragged a foot or two along the hall and no longer sat under the painting of Connemara; no coats hung on the racks in the porch.

I opened the front door and walked out—a frosty night and the stars doing their best to light the world. With heavy footsteps I made deliberate noise as I walked into the yard—but no bark. In the first loose box, Bobbie Boy lay asleep. In the second box, the pony stirred—but what was going on? Where was the dog? And Miss Kennedy, the cat?

Typically we took the cows in during November, and they stayed in the cowshed until March or thereabouts. Saint Patrick’s Day, the seventeenth, always had significance for dairy farmers, because by then we probably had enough new grass to let them out—though we had to be sure of having enough hay scattered in the fields. The cows were fine; they turned their heavy heads to look at my flashlight. One or two lumbered up in alarm.

That’s where I should have slept that night—with the cows. Instead, I lay in my parents’ bed—and on my father’s side. If you assume that such a deed might have given me gyp, you’re right—a very odd feeling indeed. When I lay down, I saw that my legs reached longer than my father’s did. On how many past occasions had I seen him in this bed? Since early childhood, for instance, when I’d climb on top of him in the morning and insist on his getting up.

And this had been the bed of my parents’ wedding night. Their honeymoon had been delayed due to some international tension or fracas somewhere, and they cleared the house of all the people, so that they had their first night alone together—in this bed. Shouldn’t that remembrance have made me queasy in some way? It didn’t. I’d never heard the word taboo and I didn’t know I wasn’t supposed to have such thoughts.

Perhaps you’re finding this strange—but I knew nothing whatsoever about what we call “the facts of life.” Not a thing. I had no anatomical knowledge; I had no emotional knowledge.

None of that would feel surprising to any man or woman who grew up in the Irish countryside during the early twentieth century. Who was to teach us anything? Certainly not our parents—because all of that was only to be learned within marriage. What a crash course! Outside of marriage any discussion of sex was a sin. In short, we all knew there were taboo subjects without knowing the subjects, or their language.

So I lay there, on my father’s side of his marriage bed, and wondered what to think about—I mean about him and Mother in this bed. Instead I began to think of Venetia—again. These were romantic thoughts. Rivers came into it, and misty valleys, and flowers and snatches of poems and songs, and possible gifts, and once again the idea of making great riches so that I could shower her with beautiful things. I fell asleep.

Next morning I woke up early. The clatter of buckets in the yard felt so normal that I forgot the oddities of last night. Yet, there I found myself in my parents’ bed. I turned my head, half-expecting to see my mother—a weird moment: The relief that she wasn’t there surged through me. Can feelings get any more confused than that? I came close to laughing.

The house, though, disturbed me even more in daylight, with its atmosphere so different from normal. I dressed quickly—still half dark outside—and headed downstairs. Too early for Lily, but from the yard came the noises of milking. Not many cows milk all through the winter, so I wondered which of the two men would be here.

Ned Ryan, little Ned, had taken charge that morning. He saw me as I saw him, and he turned away so rapidly that I thought he couldn’t have seen me. I followed him. He dropped the empty bucket and ran into the cowshed. I ran after him and we had a ridiculous chase—ridiculous because he could never get away from me; he was three times my age.

When I cornered him at last, down the driveway, near where I’d parked the car, he wouldn’t look at me. Nor would he speak to me.

“Ned, what’s going on? Where’s my mother?”

He kept his head turned away, his face downcast.

“Ned, is she ill?”—of which I’d been afraid.

Now he turned completely away and I assumed the worst.

“Where is she?”

“She’s at her sister’s. There’s nothing wrong with her. But, Ben, get outta here, go on, go on.”

Now I made a great error—or did I? I did what he had suggested; I climbed into the car and drove away. My reasons are perfectly simple—I wanted nothing to interfere with the promise of the day and the crucial appointment that I had to keep that afternoon.
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How any young man of my day ever fell in love I simply do not know. Correction: How any young Irishman of my day conducted the business of falling in love remains a mystery. Without language, without knowledge, without schooling—what did we have? Instinct, I suppose, and in my case that’s more or less what I used.

My thoughts as I drove away from our gate don’t show me in a good light. I behaved recklessly; I pursued only my own immediate interests. It was disgraceful. Or was it? The events of that day brought about redemption, even if it did take some time.

Not far from our house, a hill sits high above the river. I know the place very well; I often return. The river bends as it approaches the hill, and through a quirk of geography widens to its broadest point in its one-hundred-mile journey to the sea.

I’ve seen that bend in all weathers—when the sun shines on the flat waters; when the wind feathers the stream; I’ve even been there in snow, but that hasn’t happened often.

That morning I went there too late to see the moment of dawn. In mid- to late February the sun begins to reach the river bend a little before eight o’clock. It had come up red, meaning rain later. And it had come up wonderfully, slowly coloring the stream and bringing a red-gold tinge to the bare, overhanging branches.

I tried to imagine the day ahead. Will we walk? Will we talk? Where will my father be? I felt no pang of guilt about him; instead, an ever-deepening annoyance had settled on me, lit by ever-brighter flashes of anger. Look at the trouble he has caused. And then my thoughts returned to Venetia. Will we hold hands? Will we kiss again?

That was a curious kind of excitement—I haven’t felt it since. Although I was riven and thrilled at the prospect of meeting her—especially as she had been so particular in making the arrangements—I felt patient; I could wait, almost like eyeing a delicious food one has saved for later.

The sunlight came down the river like a miracle. Soon the surface of the water became too bright for the eyes. I got out of the car and stepped forward to the clearest view. Cold, yes, and the morning had some damp in it, but this channel of red light seemed to have leaked through the floorboards of Heaven.

The sun fleshed out the morning, and now I was hungry. I made my plans—food, a newspaper, pace myself through the day until two o’clock. At breakfast in the Royal Hotel, in an empty dining room, I scanned the newspaper, and I know now that I was seeking to establish the size of world events too, and weld them to my own life.

In China, the Japanese were denying a major victory being claimed by the Chinese. Astounding rows were taking place in the German Parliament, where the Chancellor’s denunciations of the Nationalist party “aroused the Nazi deputies to violent outbursts of rage.” In South Africa a man who suffered a fractured skull in a mining blast was able to walk to his doctor’s surgery.

And at home, Mr. Cosgrave, the defeated leader, threatened that if de Valera’s policies went through, “England would come back here with all their force, and immediate and terrible war would be the result.”

I read the newspaper from cover to cover. At half past eleven I left the hotel—150 minutes to go. The barber had opened; my beard hadn’t yet become an issue, too fair-skinned; nevertheless I had a shave and a haircut—that took me to one o’clock.

At just before two o’clock, after an hour along winding roads, some no bigger than farm lanes, I drove into Charleville and parked around the corner from the house.

Unexpectedly, I found the door closed. When I rapped the satisfying lion’s-head knocker, I heard immediate footsteps. Venetia opened the door wide and gestured me in. She closed the door, bolted it, and put her arms carefully around me. Then she led me by the hand upstairs to the very top floor, to a room I had never seen, a large and airy, bright place shouldered by the sloping mansards of the roof. Outside it had begun to rain.

She took my coat and, as though handling a golden cloak, hung it in a closet. I sat down where she directed, and she lay on a chaise covered in raspberry-pink velvet. She wore a long, loose shift of dove gray, and as I attempted to speak she put her fingers to her lips and indicated that I must say nothing, adding that we should simply look at each other.

All my inner awkwardness disappeared. In her company I felt assured and easy about myself; I’ve never known that feeling with anybody else. To illustrate how composed I was—I never flinched when, after some minutes, she stood, removed her robe, and lay down again on the chaise, completely naked.

With her hands she indicated that I must look at her all I wanted, and she raised herself a little, this way and that. But now you have, I feel sure, recalled how I reported interviews with Sarah, in which she described the relationship with Mr. Anderson.

I didn’t know about that until long after this February day. Not that it would have made a difference, because after many delighted and fascinated minutes of my scrutinizing her, Venetia again rose from the couch and said, “Now it’s your turn.”

Looking back, I marvel at my own boldness. Think of the leap I made—from virginal farm life to this. With no shyness, I undressed. She rose, took each garment from me, folded it, and laid it like a vestment on a chair. I lay down as she had; she looked at me as I had at her; she closed her eyes in delight and pleasure as I had, and opened them again to gaze.

After some length of time—it might have been twenty minutes, it might have been an hour, it might have been three minutes—she rose from the chair in all her glory, took my hand and walked with me to her bed. A wide bed, more like a sultan’s couch, cushions everywhere, and, on the wall above, a framed portrait of an Elizabethan gentleman with a beard, whom I recognized as William Shakespeare.

We lay down facing each other, and the world as I knew it came to an end and a new world began, the universe I have lived in—to varying degrees—ever since.

The human spirit knows how to suspend matters—some things weigh too heavily to be experienced in full at the time. And shock comes in many forms. I know one old gentleman who told me that he exhibited all the symptoms of stroke the day after his wedding night. The effects of great emotional moments often have to be deferred in order to manage them: grief; success; love.

Did I defer my fullest responses? It wasn’t like that. My deferrings came much later and for different reasons. I took to love like I took to breathing. No angst, no depressed or worried feelings, not a hint of sadness; I was never anything but delighted and happy with Venetia.

It had to be like that; it felt as though we were one person. We clanged together like a couple of magnets and we stayed deeply, deeply united, in every imaginable way from that moment until—well, you shall see.

The rain poured down on the roof, inches above our heads, and made the experience even more delightful—a couple of children hiding from the storm. We scarcely talked, too busy. She took pains to establish how identical we were in experience; I didn’t know how to tell anyway.

The softness of her skin remains my abiding memory—and the shock of how beautiful I found her to look at. Naturally I had seen illustrations of the undraped female form—in art books at home, and in what the boys at school called “nudie pictures” that somebody’s brother had brought home from England.

And the scent from her skin—no picture can convey that. And the stillness—we had silences, and we had sounds. My mind filled with images of hunting.

Here, I wish to stop; I have no words that I want to use; there are some memories that must never be shared; if you rob the nest, the bird won’t come back.

Let’s leave it with Miss Dora Fay’s words. Of my relationship with Venetia, she said to me long, long afterward, “My word, wasn’t it all very complicated and wonderful?”
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That evening, as we drove to the show, I found myself in a new experience—clarity. The air seemed clearer; I could see farther, hear more keenly, feel more sensitively. And I could think with a new and powerful brilliance, and in thinking so, I understood what I had been evading since that morning—the farm was gone. Mother, exhausted, fearful, tearful, had handed it over. The mounting anger at my father rose up inside me afresh, and built into a new kind of rage—unfamiliar and very hot. I had enough control to say nothing. Venetia sat beside me in the car, her hand always touching my knee or my arm. We rarely spoke, didn’t want to; anyway, they weren’t quiet cars like today’s models; easy speech was a problem with the wind whistling in everywhere, and the engine roaring like a dragon.

Isn’t it disappointing, when we look in the mirror, that we can’t see instant change? Isn’t it a shame that we have no means or mechanism by which our faces, our eyes can record what has just happened? I’d just had the experience of seeing my mother develop a grayness on the skin of her face—a color that hadn’t been there before.

Yet, I’d have given a lot if, that afternoon, as I looked in the mirror before leaving the house, I’d seen something of the massive change that I felt had taken place in me. I didn’t and was disappointed.

It feels clichéd, doesn’t it, to discuss a loss of virginity in terms of “becoming a man”? And anyway that’s not how it felt at all. Yes, I was changed profoundly—but it was a change deriving from having found another human being who was the other half of myself. And knowing it at the time, and knowing it would be true for all time. As it has been.

And for her? This is what she said.

“You’re the antidote to the bad parts of my life. I can be as odd as I like and you’ll think me normal.”

I didn’t go to the show that night. She didn’t want me to, didn’t give an explanation, and said, “One day you’ll understand.” I expected to feel hurt; I didn’t want this girl out of my sight, but my compliant nature—as it always had been—accepted her wish, and turned it into something positive.

Instead, I enjoyed waiting, standing outside the hall and listening to the cheering. I could tell who was leaving the stage—or indeed who was onstage—by the force and length of the applause. Oddly, it felt as though her own solo appearances excited people just as much as her stint with Blarney—though the laughter for him hit the highest notes on the night’s scale.

My feelings about Venetia as I stood there, leaning against the venue’s wall? No guilt, no confusion, no anxiety—how could I? I didn’t know enough. The excitement almost drove me. I wanted more, more, more. Part of it was physical, that softness, that comprehensive embrace—I’d never known anything like it; I still haven’t. I wanted to see her every second of every minute, wanted the feel of that skin, the look in those eyes.

Then the abiding emotion arrived, clearing its way through everything else, through the urgency, the desire, the sheer “everything-ness” of the experience—responsibility. That was what I mostly felt, responsible for this woman, this “girl,” as I thought of her. I wanted to care for her, protect her, simply look after her every minute of every day.

It must be the case, mustn’t it, that I learned that behavior. I must have seen it in my father’s life. I’ve already told you how attentive I’d always seen him—the cups of tea, the rescues from depression. Learned behavior—that’s what produced this sense of responsibility. It felt good too; I felt powerful—even though I didn’t have anything like the language to express it that way.

The feeling of responsibility also enabled me to cope with not watching the show. When she emerged later I would be able to swing into action and begin my intended project of taking care of her. We had already established that I would take her back to the house in Charleville, and that from now on I would spend every night in the same bed with her.

I know it seems fanciful to look back after all these years and insist that those were my feelings—that driven sense of responsibility. But I assure you—I’ve given it intensive and extensive thought, and that is truly what I believe I was feeling at that time.

And as I stood there, a figure walked toward me, the maker perhaps of that responsibility gene—my father. Not saying a word at first, he patted me on the shoulder and leaned against the wall right beside me.

We stood there for long minutes, smiling and chuckling at our separate—but I’m sure not very dissimilar—thoughts, as we heard the laughter and applause coming from inside the hall.

During a lull he said to me, without turning his head, “I-I-I often do this. I often wait here so that I have the pleasure of looking forward to seeing her.”

I had been thinking the same.

The likely problem facing me hadn’t yet surfaced. I was so lost in my new, white-hot, tumbling emotions that I never focused on any difficulty for long. Nor did I when he made that remark—“the pleasure of looking forward to seeing her.” Nor did I say to him, as I was supposed to, “When are you coming home?” or “Please come home.” I said nothing, not a word.

He said it again, in different words. “It’s such a joy to be with her when the night ends; she’s always so tired and I can look after her.”

And I wasn’t even jolted by this. Nor did I give any thought to the next moves of the night, which were now approaching, because we could hear Blarney’s voice from inside, and we could hear the laughter, and Blarney was always top of the bill—meaning the evening would end within half an hour or so.

I stood there with my father in what I now see was a most unreal situation. He closed his eyes, a smile on his face, and settled back to enjoy the laughter.

“Oh, by the way,” he said suddenly. “Could you come over with the car tomorrow? I want to go to a funeral.”

“What time?”

“Your uncle Denny is dead. In Kilmallock.” In an instant I saw him again: the man under the lamplight, the affable host, the much beloved, walking weakly home.

Loud applause, loud and louder—the show was over. My father pulled his shoulders off the wall and bounded away like a colt. Now the reality rode in. I stood there, not knowing what to do, and fending off the idea of what might happen next. Instinct is the oxygen of love. I remained where I stood.

The crowd departed in the usual glee, laughing and reminding one another of the evening’s highlights. I moved a few yards around to the front of the hall, to stand in the light coming from the open doors. As I did so, I saw Venetia jump from the stage and run down the shabby hall between the chairs. At the door she grabbed my hand and led me away, running from the place. I had parked the car out of sight, to keep the curious from pawing it; we left town within minutes.

“He’s staying with the company,” she said.

I looked at her; she had fixed this. Should I ask how? I didn’t.

Sometime before dawn we fell asleep. Our last remarks to each other had to do with how much better could this get, with how much older than eighteen I seemed to be, and with the future. The future—ah, yes, the future; it and its possibilities became the subject of challenge while we were still asleep.
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I heard the knock. Then I heard the door open. I’m a light sleeper. Somebody looked in and I saw a disappearing arm, a woman’s. Venetia woke too, took no action, and went back to sleep. I lay there, wide awake, and now the implications sailed in like menacing ships. I didn’t own a watch in those days and always guessed the time by the light of day—not more than eight o’clock. Once again the noises floated up of a small town waking—a door slam, the clang of some utensil somewhere, a cyclist whistling, the clop of a horse’s slow hooves: sleepy sounds, but important in their assuring-ness. Typically they’d have lifted me into the morning; I had no intention of leaving that bed, not that day, if I could help it.

Venetia slept for another hour, and I lay there, shifting between the delight of recent memory, anticipation of the imminent, and fear engendered by the implications.

We didn’t rise until late. She sent me downstairs first, and the darkness of the day under heavy overcast, gave us night at noon. Ravenous, I went straight to the kitchen, Mrs. Haas’s exclusive domain; I had never seen anybody else in there. She’d heard me coming and stood in front of the black stove with its driving flames seen through the grid. As I walked in she clasped her hands in front of her like somebody receiving an award.

“Oh,” she said, and said it again. “This is so good, so good.”

I mustn’t have been quite sure of what she meant, because she crossed the floor and stood close to me.

“She is a lovely young voman and I am pleased, pleased. This is the right way, not the other way, the other way was bad and wrong, this is good. Oh, yes, and I am going now to make you such food.”

Mrs. Haas, when she first met me, told Venetia that the fates had intervened and that the “right man” had arrived. Apparently, those two spent most of their lives discussing the possibility of a loving life partner for Venetia. When my father showed up Mrs. Haas had wondered at first if this was indeed the direction that the world had chosen—but then decided that my father had been only the pathfinder, which is where Venetia got that idea.

She turned and marched back to the stove, beside which she had arranged all her pans and ingredients, and once again I heard her noises, this time a small song, almost beneath her breath. As she began to cook she looked at me again and winked, then went on arranging pans on the stove. I stood and watched—and she turned, looked gravely at me, and said, “Run away. The two of you. I don’t know how you vill do it. But run away.”

Mrs. Haas stood over me as I ate the bacon, the eggs, the potato cakes—the mound of food. Now and then she muttered, “Strength, strength.”

I felt some undercurrent; I couldn’t say what it was. If I’d known enough, I’d have said I was being oversensitive, that all my senses were now heightened and everything magnified. If I could sum up what I felt—Mrs. Haas was showing an unseemly sense of triumph, and I knew not why.

When I finished the first batch of food, she strode across, took my plate, went to the stove, renewed my plate, and came back. I didn’t protest. As I began to thank her, she looked away at something else, and began to step backward; her face had turned white as a gravestone.

I looked where she stared. Three people, one behind the other, blocked the wide doorway of the kitchen. Nearest me stood the man with the black hair oil, from the cottage, from the secret blue-shirted drilling. He was holding a rifle with a shining wooden butt and he had pointed the gray-blue barrel straight at me. Behind him stood King Kelly. And behind him, holding her face in her hands as though expecting something awful to happen, stood Sarah, Venetia’s mother.

Everybody froze. The tableau stayed rigid for maybe ten long seconds. I felt some food coming back up my throat into my mouth, a sign of intense fear. My stillness—which came from fright, nothing else—may have persuaded them that they were dealing with somebody of a cooler and braver temperament. King Kelly spoke.

“Go closer,” he directed the gunman.

“No,” said Mrs. Haas, who began to scream.

You have never heard a scream like Mrs. Haas’s. She opened her mouth just as the gunman put the muzzle as close to my left eye as he could without actually impaling me on the gun.

The muzzle touched my eyeball—I swear that when I blinked, my eyelashes brushed the metal. Mrs. Haas’s scream rose higher and higher. I had the thought: Has she trained as a singer? She didn’t take a breath, and if you can imagine something between the howl of an aged wolf and the dragging of metal along a road, you’ll get close.

The scream distracted everybody standing in the doorway, and then I heard the footsteps on the stairs. The gunman’s finger tightened on the trigger. I saw it and felt it, and the gun moved a fraction, touching my eye again—I pulled back my head and the muzzle followed me. The scream continued—it rose like a shriek in a nightmare of terrifying fogs and shapeless beasts.

Somebody said, “Stop, stop.” Sarah’s calm voice, it transpired—and then Venetia’s, asking, “What is it?”

She told me afterward that she’d heard her grandfather’s voice, then heard Mrs. Haas screaming, and thought me dead. As Venetia reached the bottom step of the staircase, Sarah moved to block her. But Venetia knew that her grandfather could be there—as she later said—“for no good reason.”

By now the noise had grown huge, because a loud argument broke out between Sarah and Venetia. Sarah wanted to keep Venetia out of the kitchen, and Venetia had guessed that something wrong had come my way. And the man with the gun moved the black hole of the muzzle to my left temple, and King Kelly told me, “Stand up, boy.”

When you look back on extreme circumstances in which you may ever have found yourself, try to remember what you did with your body. It’s illuminating and very instructive. That day, I stayed very still. The time was by now close to one o’clock in the afternoon and I held myself like a creature in a web. In fact, I rose to a half-crouch before I stood to my full height.

Did I do this because I knew that the man with the gun was very much shorter than me, and that he might have to make a sudden—and therefore perhaps dangerous—movement to compensate? Who can say? I can’t; but nothing would surprise me.

Now freeze this tableau for a moment: Stop all the movement. We have Mrs. Haas with her mouth open wide, and I can tell you that her teeth were pointed like a saw all the way around, the Sierra Haas. I’m standing nine tenths upright like a tall lobster, my hands on the edge of the table. The man with the dense dark hair, so oiled that I can see a yellow tidemark on his forehead, is holding a gun to his shoulder and sighting along the barrel as though he were lining up a target, which in fact he was.

I see King Kelly: Again a contemptible brown suit, and a check waistcoat, and the nest of hair in his nose and ears—his mouth is open too, in mid-bark of an order. Behind him I see the back of Sarah’s head turned to her daughter—Sarah is wearing some peach-colored garment that falls in large soft rolls around her neck.

And there is Venetia, suspended in mid-struggle to get into the kitchen; her hair is wet; she has a towel over her shoulder, she is now wearing the long white nightdress that she wore briefly last night.

Action again—Venetia breaks through and the noise of her movement alerts the very jumpy man with the gun.

Whatever you’ve read, whatever you’ve seen in films, nothing is ever what you expect when you’re faced with something like this. The hero is not free at a swift leap, nor is the villain vanquished. Nobody overpowers anybody else. That is how tragedy is born—expecting heroism where none is possible.

Somehow I knew all this, and yet I was driven by my sense of responsibility, by my private, intimate connection, to protect this woman. So, I was the one who moved.

Mrs. Haas is still screaming the longest screams that I or anybody else have ever heard—I bet she auditioned for Lucia di Lammermoor. The man with the gun jerks up the muzzle ever so slightly—a tiny movement with the menace of a shark.

King Kelly says, “Make him march. Never to come back.”

Sarah is saying, “Venetia!”—who is saying, “Let me in.”

And I? I say nothing. Instead I step back from the gun. One step—the muzzle is now a foot away. A second step—another foot. The third step takes me a yard away, and I can see the puzzlement in the man’s eyes, dark eyes, dark as a Latin. Is he Irish? He could be from Galway, a descendant of the Spanish Armada.

One more step takes me much farther away in the sense that I have now stepped around the corner of the table—and my plate of lovely food lies there beneath my eye. If this is to be mended it’s not going to be by anything I say. Another irrelevant question rolls loosely about my reeling brain. Is there a past tense of “mended”? Could it be “ment”?

I step farther and farther back, and now the man with the gun adjusts his aim—we’re still talking about a distance of less than ten feet, about the maximum distance for accuracy in an old and beautiful gun such as this one was.

It ended. Venetia came through, and at the sound of her voice the gunman, on a tap on the shoulder from King Kelly, lowered the gun.

“I’m trying,” King Kelly said, jovial as a clown, “to turn this young man”—he pointed to me—“into a soldier who’ll fight for his country.”

Now, of course, I sagged. Would they have killed me? I don’t doubt it—given what I now know. They certainly meant to frighten me and ideally to run me out of town; King Kelly’s time in the American West had shown him things.

It hadn’t worked, and now it was never going to work. With not a word to anybody, King Kelly and the gunman, whose name was Alec (and he was from Galway, but I didn’t discover that for years), turned away and quit the house through the open front door without a word to Sarah, who stood by, overwrought.

Mrs. Haas grabbed the edge of the table and took many deep breaths. Venetia looked at me, held up five fingers, and then pointed upward (she was a wonder at signs and gestures), and steered her mother to the staircase. I closed my eyes and began to sway. Mrs. Haas grabbed me and opened the back door of the house, which led into a little garden. Outside she put her hand on my waist and bent me double several times.

If she intended that I throw up, she made a mistake. In my life I can never remember vomiting—food is much too important to waste like that. I did accept her glass of water—and then I came back indoors, sat down, and finished eating the second plate of food. To give you an idea of how long the incident lasted, the food hadn’t cooled at all.

Mrs. Haas began to mutter: “Dreadful man. Dreadful man.” Looking askance at me, as though unable to face me full on, she said in the same low mutter, “You don’t know what’s going on, you don’t know what’s going on.” And in her concluding remark before she rose and left the kitchen, she said, “Be brave, oh, be brave.”

I finished eating all the food, and went back upstairs to the little sitting room. There sat Sarah and Venetia. When I went in, Sarah reached out a hand to me and held it.

She said, “I’m so sorry. And you were so cool, Ben. I can’t believe that you’re so young.”

“Have they gone?” I asked.

Venetia said, “I’ve told Sarah that you’re now part of the company.”

Sarah looked into a distance that didn’t exist in that small room. Venetia rose and said, “I have to dry my hair,” and she beckoned to me with her head.

I followed her into the room in which we had slept, and as she closed the door behind us I heard Sarah outside sigh, rise, and go away.
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And so, at gunpoint so to speak, I became a member of the company of Venetia Kelly’s Traveling Show. That very day, I took to the road. Even though I only carried spears or led a wooden horse or cow onstage, I became a traveling actor, part of a great tradition—the strolling player, descended straight from the troubadour, the minstrel, who wandered Europe singing roundelays beneath the windows of beautiful ladies. Shakespeare belonged to traveling companies. And perhaps I was descended from an even more wonderful figure: the strolling bard, the storyteller who came to the castle gates and that night, after the feast, entertained the King and his family and his nobles and his warriors with long and absorbing tales.

I have to say that Venetia Kelly’s Traveling Show may have been a little different. I was introduced to them all, and they were more numerous than I had expected—she had a company of more than a dozen, yet it seemed to me that I’d seen only a total of perhaps six. There was Cwawfod, and he hadn’t appeared onstage; Graham, the neckless one; the old man who played the tuba—his name was Derek, and he had a staggeringly posh English accent that got ever more exaggerated when he drank, meaning that it got very grand indeed. You’ve already met Michael, who played Bassanio, with many tumbles, in that “loose interpretation” so beloved of Miss Fay.

The girl who played the milkmaid and other saucy roles—she came from Dublin and had run away to escape a family that made her go to Mass every morning and, as she told me, “I’m a bit wilder than that, like, ya know, I like the romantic life. And yourself, are you romantic at all?”

Some of them rarely appeared onstage. Nasal Cwawfod, for instance, had no more than a factotum role; he drove vehicles, put out chairs, helped with scenery, such as it was. Behind the scenes also worked a man and woman—a husband and wife, Venetia told me, Martin and Martha.

They never spoke, at least not in my hearing—they never spoke to anybody, not even each other, that I ever saw or heard. They came from Belfast, one was Catholic, one Protestant, and they’d had to leave their homes because of their love affair and subsequent marriage. Long afterward, I found them—at least I found Martha, and discovered that both had been severe alcoholics.

And then there was Peter, the temperamental one. At the time I joined the show I had never seen Peter onstage—because Peter, though a very experienced actor, rarely went onstage.

“Temperament,” Venetia told me, smiling.

Peter, it transpired, believed every role beneath him, apart from, say, Hamlet or King Lear or Prospero or Othello.

“I simply cannot see the point of treading the boards in puny characterizations,” he would declare, when the company had assembled to put together the stage for a performance. By February 1932 he hadn’t made an appearance for more than six months.

And we had Timmy, three or four years older than me, rescued from a life of habitual imprisonment, and a gifted magician. Timmy had a pickpocket act that audiences loved; “art imitating life,” Venetia called it with a dry grin. Timmy could remove a man’s wristwatch, necktie, or shoelaces without the man knowing. Ladies returned to their seats having been onstage, and as they sat down Timmy gave them back their necklaces. Timmy had a red face for one so young, and a ferocious body odor—to this day I have no idea how he achieved it; he must have built it up in layers, like shale.

These “men and women merely players” were my new life.
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As I look back over this document I realize that I may not have given as clear a picture of Venetia as I have of Sarah. That hasn’t come from any wish of not wanting to portray her, no selfishness of holding her to myself—it comes from inability; I simply can’t. The subject is too embedded in my heart, and I don’t wish to chisel it out; not from any lack of generosity—I’m simply not objective about her, not even now, so many decades later.

I can tell you—and already have to some degree—what she looked like, I can tell you how her skin felt, I can tell you how she walked, but I can’t describe her essence. I can tell you how she looked at me—as though I were the dearest person ever born, as she was to me.

Perhaps she’ll appear clearer to you through the company’s reactions. I observed them all when I became part of that group, and I’ve since then searched for and found as many of them as I could. They helped me to deepen and copper-fasten the impressions of Venetia that I can convey. And they confirmed for me how unusual she was; “quirky,” some said; “lonely,” said another; “a gift for doing the unexpected,” said somebody else.

They pointed to her diligence, the assiduous learning of her lines, her passion to please her audiences. For instance—and I later saw this myself—when playing a new venue, she’d walk through the town and pick out some detail about the place to include in the show that night. It could be a statue, a notice of an auction, a local band. Blarney might then have a reference in his act, or one of the others would mention it in a jokey exchange.

I’ve assembled their impressions, and fed off them for years; here’s a sample. First, the men in the company. Now they were, in any language, misfitting and rough. None of them had gifts of hygiene or stability; they all stank to a greater or lesser degree, and they all had weeping fits or drinking jags or some other kind of outburst.

If they had anything in common with Venetia, it must have been a deep love of performance, and a relish of fine language. I stood with them many a night in the wings, and watched the starry beginnings of tears in their eyes at a wonderful Shakespeare line. I heard them murmur phrases from “Lochinvar” or The Rime of the Ancient Mariner or “The Passing of Arthur” or whatever poem Venetia was using at the time to hold the show together—which is how she saw the function of that particular reading. It always came near the middle of the evening—this was a show without an interval—and it always proved a kind of emotional rallying point for both cast and audience.

And these men, these rough men, outcasts from their previous lives—they always stood up when Venetia walked in. They deferred to her; they fetched a chair for her; they poured her some of their truly awful tea—they themselves called it “the urine”—they’d say after some exertion or other, “A dose of the urine is needed.” And then, as she sat and sipped the tea, they stood around her like a ramshackle household guard, listening to every word she said as though she were their empress, which she was.

Many, many years after it all came to an end, with the show long folded, I found Peter, the temperamental one. He lived in a convent home run for indigents outside Waterford; when I met him he’d become immobile, but his personality remained intact.

He recognized me the moment I walked in—and he began to cry. Which took me aback, until he said: “I’d always hoped to hear from darling Venetia. Is she with you?”

I tried to explain, saw that he couldn’t cope with such a difficult burden, and instead asked him for his impressions of her.

“She took me in as though I were the brightest star in the theatrical firmament. I was on the heap, old boy. Rubbish. Useless. Over. On the skids. Every opportunity I had—and I knew the greats—I pissed away. I offended every manager who hired me, I was too grand, they were beneath me, I was too temperamental to act. I was an Actor.”

As I recalled it, he hadn’t done much acting for Venetia’s company either, and I put that to him gently. By now I was maturer and better able to couch things.

“No, old boy. And she knew why. She knew I was afraid, too worthless. So she gave me the job of being her Shakespeare coach. And I often chose the repertoire with her. I would never have had a life without her.”

Now the women. Mrs. Haas adored her, no need to remind you of that. Sarah, as you know, considered her daughter mythical. From the company, Martha, when I met her, told me that she herself had had two miscarriages on the road. All the medical arrangements—made by Venetia. The doctors—paid by Venetia. The emotional aftercare—Venetia.

“Before the house that you knew in Charleville, she had another house. She sent me to that house to recover, and she gave me a housekeeper to look after me. D’you remember her? That Mrs. Hiss? Terrible bitch, she treated me like I was a fool or a convict or both. And then Venetia’d come over to see me and everything’d be fine again. Did you know that the mother was dead jealous of her? She was an actress too, the mother.”

For a woman who never spoke when in the company of the show, Martha made up for lost time. I asked her whether, as a woman, she had liked Venetia. Martha thought, frowned, took her time, spoke slowly.

“She was two people, like. There was the warm side to her, that we all saw, I mean, friendly-like. And there was another side, distant-like, I don’t mean cold, no, she wasn’t cold. But she was away out of things, like. Yeh, distant-like. Yeh, cold, maybe. But we’d’a done anything for her.” She paused. “That distant thing. I think she was lonely-like.”
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That day, as she dried her hair, Venetia and I shook our heads in horror over the gun incident. She thought it no more than what she called “a stupid jape” by her grandfather. I believed that he meant something else and something stronger—but I hadn’t formulated my thoughts. Vaguely I felt that it had something to do with Mother and the farm, but I’d resolved not to discuss the matter of my own family’s problems with Venetia; I didn’t want to trouble her with them, and I’d decided to wait until I could talk to Sarah.

Drying her hair, preparing her face, getting dressed—that day I witnessed a sight to which I became addicted. In galleries around Europe, where any such painting exists, I look for portraits of ladies at their toilette. What is its enchantment? The absorption? The concentration? With Venetia I didn’t speak—I watched.

Part of my silence—our silence—may have been recovery from the fracas downstairs, that combination of menace and bullying that so came to identify King Kelly for me. Part too, however, came from Venetia’s simple wish to complete her preparations, and my simple wish to watch.

Mrs. Haas arrived with a sandwich for Venetia. We learned that Sarah had disappeared with King Kelly and the hair-oiled man. I now had so many things whizzing around in my head that I needed help, and I asked the simple question of Venetia and Mrs. Haas, “What’s going on?”

“Not yet to tell,” said Mrs. Haas.

“We’re not quite sure,” said Venetia.

“His father,” said Mrs. Haas, pointing to me. “He knows.”

Now, at last, the real world came in. Venetia knew it too, and stood up.

“Then we need—I need—to do something.”

I said, “I’m about to take him to a funeral.”

“Yes,” said Mrs. Haas.

“How do you know?” asked Venetia.

“He’s downstairs waiting,” said Mrs. Haas.

Venetia made for the door and I stepped across to block her way.

She persisted. “I have to do it. Then you come down.”

Mrs. Haas, the unlikely champion, went with her. I heard Venetia say, “Harry?”

My father replied, but I couldn’t hear it. I stepped out onto the landing, and kept out of sight; then I heard everything.

“Is-is-is it true? That’s all I want to know. Is it true?”

Venetia said, “It is true, Harry. It’s true.”

“But he’s my son.”

“That’s probably why.”

My father then repeated himself. “Is it true? Is it?”

“Yes, Harry. Yes.”

“But—he’s my son, my lovely son.”

“As I say—that’s probably why.”

“How could you?”

Venetia said, “I have no idea.”

My father’s speech hesitation now disappeared—as it did when he was under extreme pressure; I’ve often wondered why the precise opposite wasn’t the case. His voice rose.

“Where is he?”

“He’s upstairs. About to take you to a funeral.”

“To my own funeral, that’s where he’ll be taking me. To my own funeral.”

“Shhh, Harry, easy now.” She handled him beautifully. “I will always love you.”

“You can’t! How can you? Oh, my God, my own son!”

“You mean a lot to me.”

“My own son. My son. You can’t love two people.”

“Yes, you can, Harry. You can love any number of people.”

I moved. They heard me. I walked down the stairs.

“Oh, Jesus God!” said my father and lowered his face.

Perhaps the light did it, a dull sunlight through the glass of the hall windows in that old house. Perhaps my mind exaggerated it—but I had never thought of my father as old before. Now he looked not merely old but haggard.

“What time is the funeral?” I asked, and walked past him.

I’m bound to say that I felt myself swagger, even if—as I hope—I didn’t show it.

We drove to a place called Kilcoran, to a little graveyard up on the hillside. In the car neither of us said a word. Will Mother be there? I wondered.

Venetia had patted us both good-bye. In the car my father sat on his hands, he retrieved them, he bit his knuckles, he bit his nails, he sat on his hands again. He opened his window, put out his head, inhaled huge gobbets of air, closed the window, opened it again.

As we were leaving, Venetia had murmured to me, “Say not a word. It will be difficult—but don’t say a single word.”

“Difficult”? Oh, yes it was. He tried to open the conversation in a number of ways and I, who had never disrespected or disobeyed my father in my life, had to keep my mouth shut.

He began with “This is a foul thing you’ve done. You must really hate me.” When I said nothing, “You must hate me. Do you hate me, Ben? I’ve always been good to you. Do you? Do you hate me?”

I couldn’t put together this man with the farmer I saw astride his harvest stacks of straw and hay, directing his workers, the dust smoky in his red eyebrows.

When he received no answer he lapsed into a kind of muttering. “Yes, that’s it, you hate me. This is an act of hate, I know that. This is hateful. Hate. Full. That’s what it is.”

Then he fell silent. And then opened up again.

“What was it? That you wanted what I had? The very thing that’s so dear to me? Is that it? Is that it, Ben? Just because I had it you wanted it, is that it? The young bull jealous of the old bull? She’ll drop you anyway, I know that, you’re too young for her, she’ll drop you like a stone.”

For some time after that outburst he sat silently, except for the shifting of the hands here, there, and everywhere. He opened the window again, stuck his head out, and whoozed in mouthfuls of exaggerated air. Then he attacked once more.

“I know what it is,” he said, triumph ringing from him. “I-I-I know what it is. You decided to usurp me so that I’d go back home. That’s it. A ploy. That’s it. Your mother put you up to this.”

By great good mercy we had arrived at the graveyard when he came out with this. Amid five other cars, myriad bicycles, and a long chain of pony traps and horse-and-cart rigs, I drew to a halt, got out, and breathed.

I knew Mother wouldn’t face it. She couldn’t. Others made up for her—cousins consumed with interest, who looked at my father and me as though at a zoo. My father greeted his sister, the widow, with great kindness—and as though his own life were as smooth as a lake. To my delight I saw James Clare across the little hilly burial plots.

I shall keep this brief; it’s unpleasant. With prayers and the thoughts of his family, his close relatives, and a wide variety of friends and acquaintances, my uncle Denny went dust-to-dust. About three hundred people attended, their presence a compliment to the man’s decency. The prayers went by quickly and we began to disperse, picking our way through the graves.

I wanted to speak to James Clare—but he made a sign that he’d be outside, and I thought I’d better wait for my father. In our part of the country (this was about twenty miles from my home), the gravediggers often don’t fill in the graves until the funeral drinking has ended. My father lingered until everybody had gone—and I waited for him, down the path, fifty or sixty yards away.

He left the graveside slowly. Deep in thought he made his way to where I stood. By now everybody else had gone from the little cemetery, and we were masked from the road by trees and shrubs. He wore a coat that I’d never seen until that day, a gray coat, somewhat military in appearance, with epaulets and a belt. In no hurry he took slow steps through the green mounds until he found himself on the level pathway, much nearer now to me. He walked head down, still deep in thought.

As he reached me, and just as I was beginning to walk beside him to the road, he grabbed my arm.

“Come on. I’ll fight you for her. Come on.”

I stood back, still determined to say nothing.

“Come on! Put up your fists.”

I shook my head and again tried to walk. He hopped ahead of me, like a comical rabbit, and blocked my way.

“Fight-fight-fight for her. Settle it now. Fight for her.”

In the distance, over my father’s shoulder, I saw James Clare walking back into the graveyard. He had attended to whomsoever he’d needed to see and had come back to find me. As I looked, he stopped, watching.

I tried to get past, through, or around my father, but he stopped me—and this time he swung a punch. I got my head back out of the way—barely; his fist grazed me. He swung again—I evaded again. This time he held my sleeve and landed a heavy punch on the side of my head.

Never had I intended that anything like this should happen. He hit me again, this time a stinging blow that made me reel. When I looked past him, James Clare had come closer but seemed to have no intention of stopping us.

“Don’t tell me you haven’t the guts to fight for her. That’s-that’s-that’s why you won’t get her and I will.”

The brawl began; I broke all the taboos in the world and fought back. In school nobody ever fought me because I was the biggest in my class. Outside of that, my life had been so sheltered that I hadn’t been exposed to violence. The only fight that I’d ever seen had been the Prizefight between my father and Mr. Kane, and that had perturbed me for months.

Its memory came back now, vivid, sharp, and frightening, and I said to him, “I’m not Mr. Kane. You’ve no reason to hit me.”

My father said nothing but he grew more violent, his punches stronger, harder, and delivered with more venom. How could this ever be repaired?

I too have red hair—not unrelievedly so, more a deep, dark red, close to black. If red hair causes ignition—that can also help to explain how the brawl progressed. I began to defend myself, and then I fought back. My first punch landed on my father’s right cheekbone and hurt my hand—but not enough to stop me. I saw the surprise in his eyes—he hadn’t truly expected me to respond. He saw the shock in my eyes, I think, at the fact that I had struck my own father, and he retaliated—with his fiercest punch so far.

Now we went at it like two sailors in a bar. It became a savage and dirty fight, much worse than could ever have been anticipated. He bit my ear. He tried to gouge my eyes. I kicked him, I stamped on his ankle, I kicked his knee. We breathed heavily, each of us, we muttered at each other; the main sound, though, was a series of grunts and scuffles. I grappled for his arms to stop him, he kneed me close to the groin—in fact, I remember that he had avoided a kick by twisting, and I did the same, by instinct, I think.

Under Heaven how can it have looked? Two otherwise decent men, father and son, locked in an ugly brawl of filthy intent in a sacred place. The fight ended when my father fell and I stamped on his neck and throat and kept my boot there. In that moment I aged twenty years, and I had my first taste of that bitter thing called remorse. Awful, truly awful.

I removed my foot, stepped away, and sank to my haunches, in dreadful anguish. My father scarcely moved, but he talked to himself and that is how I knew that he hadn’t been injured. When he rose he had bruises across his throat, and on his face, livid red patches that began to turn blue. I had no idea how I looked but my face felt hot and sore—like my spirit.

He walked away, brushing past the watching, waiting James Clare. I continued to squat; the pain in my heart had spread to my stomach and I felt that my bowels would split apart. No urge to weep, strangely—though I fancied that my father had begun to as he walked off. My abiding feelings can be summed up by words such as “ugliness” and “disgraceful” and “appalling.” I felt lower than low—my beloved father, my own beloved father—the disappointment, the shame, the loss.

The footsteps that I heard approaching on the gravel path belonged to James Clare, and I stood up. My mouth had the salt taste of blood; I had a lip that was split on the inside, nothing serious. Small, watery blood came from my nose; my upper jaw hurt, as did both cheekbones, one eye, and the side of my head. But my soul hurt most of all.

“Stand back here for a minute,” said James. “Rest yourself against the wall.”

“Do you know who that was?” My voice had that snuffle you get as a child half an hour after you’ve been crying at the injustice of the world. “That was my father.”

I found the wall and put my hands behind me at hip height to steady myself.

“I know,” said James Clare. And then, this earnest, wise man said with great approval, “Do you know what you’ve done?”

“Fought my own father.”

“As the gods did.”
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Now I’m exhausted by that memory, so I’m going to digress a little into the politics of the day again. I had managed somehow to keep abreast of all that had been happening in the first days after the historic vote. Mr. de Valera had taken power, or was about to—he would become the prime minister or taoiseach (pronounced tee-shock, meaning “chieftain”) early in March, when the new Parliament assembled.

I still think it was the most important moment in modern Irish history. It showed in more ways than one that we had come to maturity. Indeed, you could argue—and many did—that the government changed because we (a) were now a nation unto ourselves, and (b) therefore got buffeted by the harsh economic winds blowing across the Atlantic from the Depression in the United States.

Certainly Mr. Cosgrave’s outgoing government had been the victim of the hard times, but at the same time he hadn’t managed to come up with anything that would inspire the electorate to keep him in power. So the feared Mr. de Valera had triumphed; the Risen People had risen further.

I knew that it was going to be a fascinating year. When it became clear that a decisive parliamentary majority hadn’t been elected, many politicians continued to campaign. They held if not rallies, meetings; they roamed their constituencies if not exactly canvassing, pressing the flesh, as it’s now called.

And had I not been so caught up in my own drama, I should have been enjoying this ongoing tumult every day. Had my father and I been at home, living a normal life as once we had been, the comments would have been stimulating and often funny. Instead, my home now had its interior doors locked against me; Mother had gone away; the life of the farm seemed near imminent collapse; and I had brawled with my father in an unseemly fistfight. Had all this turbulence stemmed from the tumult in the countryside? It’s tempting to look for blame elsewhere—but it doesn’t work for me.

James Clare and I stood there for some time, mostly not talking. How shocked I felt, how dismayed. It seemed a very bad development indeed. He, getting the full story out of me, took a different position—a view that something major had taken place in my life and the life of my family, something fundamental and brave. I couldn’t reach that conclusion with him, so I let it sit in a realm of respect. We made an appointment to meet some weeks thence, and parted company. I kept that appointment and so did he, and by then everything had changed again, this time cataclysmically so.

No sign of my father; I looked far and wide; I drove down lanes and up side roads; he had vanished. How is he going to get back to the show, still in Abbeyfeale? Has he disappeared again?

When I gave up looking for him I took a new decision. Perhaps conflicted on account of my state of shock, I needed a feeling of home. It’s perhaps also true that, with my blood still on fire or at least smoldering, I wanted to see whether I could get to the bottom of what had happened in the house.

And my abandonment of Mother now began to kick in. With my father “defeated,” or “dethroned,” or whatever epic word James would someday come up with, somebody had to look after her. And I was no more than twenty miles away.

The gate was locked—by which I mean not shut, which it rarely was when we lived there; it had a padlock on it. Not a huge padlock—in fact small enough to tempt me. But the car contained heavy tools for wheels and suchlike, and I broke the padlock so hard the flying metal almost hit my eye; that would have been all I needed. I pushed the gate back and replaced the heavy stone that propped it open.

As I rounded the bend in the driveway, I had to stop. Ahead marched twin lines of about twenty men, parading, shouldering weapons, presenting arms, all wearing blue shirts. They halted when they saw me, and their officer, as he turned out to be, made his way to the car. I’d never seen any of these people before.

“Who are you?”

I got out of the car and said, “I live here.” “With Mr. Kelly?”

“Is he here?” From where was I acquiring this cunning?

“He had to go to Dublin. As you know, he’s been elected.”

“I had the pleasure of congratulating him.” My goodness, I had grown up fast! “I need to get some things.”

The officer divided the men and I drove through. As I walked to our—open—front door, Mary Lewis came out and looked at me in some alarm.

“What, Ben?”

“Where’s my mother?”

“They’ll go mad if they see you here.”

“Who’s in the house?”

“Mr. Kelly’s gone—”

“Yes. To Dublin. Who’s in my room?”

“They locked all the doors, Ben. I didn’t do it. Honest, I didn’t.”

“When you tell me who you mean by ‘they,’ I might believe you.”

She turned away and tried to close the door. I stuck my foot in it and she backed off, then ran toward the kitchen.

The hallway, so carefully ordered by Mother, had been changed. My ancestor’s portrait (nobody knew anything about him except that his name was Hopkins) had been taken down and replaced with a framed election poster blaring the name Thomas Aquinas Kelly. Blank rectangles showed where other pictures were missing. The small chaise longue that Mother loved had pairs of army boots piled on it. Several rifles leaned against the wall, in groups here and there. Two of the floor tiles had been broken as though something heavy had fallen on them.

When I went to the kitchen door, Mary Lewis had locked herself in—no chance of forcing any doors in that old house. I went to the back stairs and found that door locked too; and when I finally got to the two upstairs landings, my parents’ bedroom door was now locked. Inside my own house, where I’d roamed free as a young bear since I could crawl, I now couldn’t move.

Think, don’t feel. Cunning, not emotion.

Look—I have no cunning. One day I hope you’ll find that out about me. In fact, I dislike it as a quality, even though I acknowledge its necessity at certain times and in certain situations. But I find it hard to quarry from within myself, and I found it hard to uncover then. Whatever I found in me, cunning or instinct, I went to the cottage, and there I found the truth beginning to unfold.

Mother sat there, alone, in the cold, like a woman stunned. From time to time, I’ve visited old people in hospitals up and down the country, old people who’ve sent for me because they have a story to tell. As I walk through the hospital wards and corridors I glance through doors and I see people in different states of emotional condition. Some are lively, some recovering, some engaged with the nurses or their visitors, and some look into the distance, knowing that they have nothing to see.

That’s how I found Mother. She still wore her coat as though she had been somewhere—I learned that she’d returned some hours earlier from her sister’s. And she hadn’t taken off her gloves.

In those few weeks when I had come home she’d always looked up at me with immediate hope. That day she didn’t; she stared at me, said nothing, and her dull, hopeless expression didn’t change.

The cottage seemed clean and neat, more than I could say for the house. I did what she always did in a crisis—made a pot of tea. Said nothing. Moved normally. Made, yes, a large pot of tea. When I had poured her a cup, and one for myself, I sat down in front of her and said, “All right. Tell me.”

“We’ve lost the farm. And the house. They’re allowing me to live in the cottage. Until I find somewhere.”

“They?”

“Professor Fay’s doing the talking. They just marched in.”

“How many people are up there?”

“Ben, where am I going to live?”

“Are you sure about all this? Where’s the deed, the mortgage?”

“Mary Lewis has been told to come down twice a day with food.”

No wonder Mother looked insensible. And I had no answers.

“Do you want me to stay here?”

“Can you get him to come back?”

Maybe I haven’t been very firm in my various resolves across life. By returning that day I had just broken one promise to myself—for which I have forever been grateful; how would I have felt if I hadn’t come back for months and it would all have been too late?

“It might be a couple of days,” I said. “But I’m bringing him back. Do nothing. Sit still.”

I thought, As though you’re capable of anything else.
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Our government in Ireland (this isn’t a Digression) operates through introduction of legislation, followed by parliamentary debates, leading to the execution of statutes. The law can also be changed by court judgment, setting precedent. Many countries across the world operate similarly. Or say they do. To obtain the maximum debate, every such Parliament has its committee systems, to which a proposed law is referred, and where it is then debated—the “committee stage”—by a representative selection of all parties.

Membership on such committees becomes a prized matter, because the selection indicates the standing in which the members are held by their parties and by others, their strategic importance as elected representatives, their personal acumen, their power. Members often bribe and graft their way onto such committees too. Thomas Aquinas Kelly, newly elected to the Irish Dáil as a member for the constituency of North Cork, was about to become an Opposition member of the Finance Committee. That was power. From there he could change Ireland.

After seeing the disaster that Mother had become, I returned to Charleville, had some food from Mrs. Haas—Venetia and I sat at the kitchen table—and spoke little. A downpour had begun; the street outside the front door had become a small river; the town’s drainage needed improving.

I looked up during eating and saw Mrs. Haas and Venetia exchange glances. Let me tell you now how Mrs. Haas loved Venetia. She had been there at the birth, had delivered her, had washed her. Unconditional love governed that relationship—both ways. When I began the first of my interviews with her—those awful, frightened exchanges—which would lead to the compiling of this story, I asked Mrs. Haas to tell me about her life with Venetia, not with Sarah, not with the Kelly ménage in general, not as the anchor to the show.

“Ve vere all things as vomen to each other,” she said. “Do you understand me? She vas my daughter and my granddaughter, and my sister and my mother and my life. I stayed mit the Kellys not for Sarah, who, yes, I loved too, but for Wenetia. You may not think so now, but Wenetia was frail.”

Mrs. Haas then began to weep. “And you so kind. And she so good. Do you know that she bought all my clothes for me? Since the age she was fifteen. A girl. She gave, gave. To everybody. But not to herself.”

I have to tell you that I abandoned the interviews for some time after that, seeing the distress I was causing and being caused.

Now back to that significant look. They saw that I caught the glance and both seemed awkward.

Mrs. Haas said, “Wenetia, do it. Go get it ready. I tell Ben some things.”

Venetia left the room, planting a slow kiss on top of my head as she left. Again, I reeled slightly under such unexpected and unprecedented attention. They had bathed my bruised face, put ointment on my gashed hands. When she had gone, Mrs. Haas cut a giant wedge of apple pie and said to me, “You must ask some questions. Wenetia—she is preparing the answers. You must not mind how she has the answers told to you.”

“Things are very bad in some of my life,” I said.

“I am trying to tell you, Ben. Ve know. Ve know that. But you vere sent as the champion. That is vhat I see. Now go to Wenetia. And take her in your arms.”

She must have seen the awkwardness in my eyes.

I said, “Fine, fine,” as though I were a mature gentleman, an officer perhaps, or a lawyer, a man dealing with a situation to which he was well accustomed.

“She needs to be held and hugged, that girl. Do you know about holding and hugging?”

I looked alarmed. “Oh, certainly, yes.”

Mrs. Haas nodded so hard that her head might have fallen off. “Doing it is all you need to know.”

Venetia stood by the window, looking down on the flooded street—such rain we’d had. She had arranged a table near her and, to my surprise, on the table sat Blarney. When she came offstage at the end of a performance, Blarney went into that special suitcase that she’d had made for him. I’d seen her do it—packing him in, arranging his floppy arms and legs, and talking to him when she did this, shushing him, saying, “Not another word. You were wonderful, Blarney, you slew them. Now get some sleep,” and with her soft fingers closing his eyes.

I walked across the room to her and held out my arms. We stood toe-to-toe for long ages, the difference between that and our first embrace being that I was the one in charge. When we separated, she indicated that I sit on the sofa while she picked up Blarney and went to a chair opposite me that she had prepared.

Blarney spoke first—in fact Venetia never spoke, not until my conversation with Blarney had ended, and she and I lay side by side again.

“Ben?” Quite rough, though not so raucous as onstage.

It had always been ridiculously difficult for me to associate Blarney with Venetia. A tribute to her skill? I suppose so. My failure of perception? Definitely—or else from the first time I saw her I rejected any possibility that she might have been giving voice to what he was saying.

“Ben?” Blarney said again, and this time in a tender voice.

“Ye-es,” I said.

“‘Yes,’ what, Ben?” By now I almost didn’t recognize the voice.

“I—I don’t know what.”

“‘Yes, Blarney,’” said the doll, his eyes giving a little hopeless look to Heaven.

“Yes, Blarney,” I said, trying to get a conversational tone.

“Ben, it’s very nice to see you. Venetia thinks such a lot of you.”

“I think a lot of her too.”

“Do you, Ben?”

“I do, Blarney.”

“Good.” He paused and cast his eyes down.

“Ben?” He looked at me again.

“Yes, Blarney.” I was finding it easier.

“Do you love Venetia?”

“I—I haven’t ever kissed anybody before.”

“Tell me what it’s like, kissing Venetia. Because I like it too.”

“I get very excited, Blarney.”

“Does it make you feel that you’d do anything for her, Ben?”

“It does, Blarney.”

“And Ben—when you’re lying down with her, and you’re each kissing and touching each other’s skin, what’s that like, Ben?”

By now I had engaged and had no way back.

“Blarney, I want nothing else for the rest of my life.”

Blarney paused, looked down, swiveled his head, and looked up at Venetia.

“Ben?”

“Yes, Blarney.”

“I asked Venetia the same question and she said the same nearly as you.”

“Did she?”

“Yes, Ben, she said that she’d been looking for years to know what to do with her life. Now she knows. She knows she wants to spend it with you.”

I didn’t glance at Venetia through all this, and I could tell that she looked mainly at Blarney.

“Blarney, I’m very pleased.”

“Good. I’ll tell Venetia that. Do you know why Venetia wants to spend her life with you, Ben?”

“No, Blarney.”

“Ben, Venetia finds that you balance her. You’re steady on the ground. She spends a lot of time flying through the air—and she knows that you know what I mean. You’re strong; she’s different from anybody she knows, and she finds that very hard to cope with. And you don’t seem to mind that she’s different.”

“Blarney, I think she’s the best.”

“Now, Ben, I’ve been asking all the questions. I bet you have many questions—about all sorts of things.”

When I look back on it now, the ploy appears obvious. Venetia, with the collusion of Mrs. Haas, had been watching everything King Kelly was plotting and saying nothing. Both women had grown desperate to try to tell me, yet felt that it belonged outside their concern. Or feared Sarah and King Kelly so much that they dared not say anything.

And I can presume that Venetia wanted me to know that she had had nothing to do with it. We’d never talked about the farm, the mortgage, and all of that. I sat back. Where to begin?

“How do I get our farm back?”

“Talk to Sarah,” said Blarney. “That’s how you’ll get the farm back. It won’t be easy and she won’t give you any answers. But Sarah’s unhappy that you’ve arrived, and you’ll have to find a way to frighten her. So that she can then scare her father. And it’ll have to be a big scare.”

“When should I do it, Blarney?”

That I found none of this incongruous shows how desperate I must have been, how disturbed—despite my joy—how thrown from post to pillar, the post of misfortune and disgrace and sadness to the pillar of passion and confusion.

“You’ll have to wait, because Sarah’s gone off to America to make a film.” He pronounced it in the Irish way, “fill-um.”

“When will she be back?”

“Months, Ben. You’ll have to hold the fort.”

“But, Blarney, my mother won’t have anyplace to live.”

“Explain, Ben.”

I told him—about the farm, the cottage, the soldiers, and Mother’s desolation. He turned his head right away from me, unable to look at me, as it were. I added, to give him a jolt, “And she has no protection, Blarney.”

He said, “And you can’t be there, Ben, because you now have to go on the road with Venetia.”

I nodded, just an acceptance, no need to comment. And I looked at Venetia; she wouldn’t look at me.

A silence fell; then Blarney spoke again.

“Now, Ben, listen to this. I’ve been watching your father for the last few years on the nights he came to the show. And I’ve been in this room as he sits listening to Venetia. Sarah told Venetia to invite your father to join the show. And Sarah told Venetia that she was to entertain your father. That was easy for Venetia, because she’s very fond of your father. And you should know that Sarah was put up to all this by her father, Venetia’s grandfather—this was all thought up months ago, but Venetia didn’t know why. It was all about money and land. And it was Sarah who told Venetia to behave as though one day she and your father would be like you and Venetia. But that isn’t happening. And won’t happen. And never would.”

Another pause: “So now, Ben, you know what to do. With your father. Don’t think about it; just go and do it tonight. After the show.”
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Venetia and I had some hours together before I faced up to what was now a difficult and melancholy task. Some hours in which the only talk was in whispers. Some hours in which we felt our first mutual sadness. Some hours in which we learned how to convert that sadness into calm and optimism. Blarney went back into his case, and we lay down. No more than that do you need to know.

I paced outside the hall that night. Got my feet wet in the puddles. My shoes ruined in the mud. I paced and paced. Logistics for the time ahead: clothes; money; home; life. I decided to ignore them for the moment; I had my hands already full.

As the last applause roared I went to the rear door of the hall, the smelly hall, where the paint peeled like scabs, the dowdy hall, with the broken chairs, the drab hall, still hung with flitters of colored streamers from some Christmas long ago.

First I saw Cwawfod, who looked at me, I now realize, with a new and subdued respect. Then I saw Graham, who said, “Good evening, young squire.” I saw Venetia’s back and bare shoulders as she returned to the stage to take her bow. And then I saw my father. He saw me at the same time; the bruises on his face had become livid; mine had faded.

I beckoned with the air of a man giving no choice, and I turned away. He followed; I knew that he followed, and I walked to the car. For a moment he hesitated, and I looked back at him.

“This is serious,” I said.

He climbed in and I drove. Not a word did we say to each other along those roads of puddles and pools. Not a glance did we cast at each other, along those lanes of high shrubs and bare hedges. We shivered, each of us, in the cold and the emotion.

There is a lane that leads to the cottage without going near the house. No gate, just an opening, and that night mud, mud, and more mud. The high wheelbase of the Alvis helped. When it threatened worse we climbed out and walked the last hundred yards or so to the cottage, our way illuminated by the car’s headlights.

No lights, no candles or lamps; Mother had gone to bed; the time was about one o’clock in the morning. She had locked the doors, back and front.

I pounded. From inside I heard a door creak open and her voice inside the front door.

“Who’s there?”

I nudged my father, his face blue with cold.

He said, “Louise, it’s-it’s-it’s me. Open the door. It’s all right.”
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I left them to it. The moment demanded utter privacy. In the car, I had a brief and intense flash of curiosity, almost turned back, thought it unseemly, and drove on. I had no idea what transpired between them that night after I’d gone. Years later, I did find out, because I asked each of them. They told me different stories.

Mother said that she thought a trick was being played on her. When she grasped that my father was real, and stood there, and looked as though he had indeed come home, she grew angry. For a moment she thought that she might hit him across the face; indeed she stepped back to stop herself from doing so. She led the way into the cottage, where a fire’s embers still glowed. He added some logs and they sat there until almost dawn, seven o’clock in the morning.

“I never asked him if he had a mouth on him,” she said. “Maybe I’d so lost the habit of feeding him. How can you lose such a long habit in such a short time?”

What did they talk about? Did she ask him any questions? How did he explain what he had done—if he explained it at all?

“I told him what had happened, the mortgage and that. And I asked him about our money. I told him we were now poor, that we had nothing. He said it wasn’t right, it was criminal trickery, but he didn’t know what to do about it. And I said that neither did I.”

His story differed. And possibly had more accuracy.

“I-I-I said I was sorry. I’ve been saying it ever since. Neither of us heard the other that night.”

I asked him what that meant. “Neither heard the other.” He hesitated, and then spoke like a man telling everything.

“We-we-we cried a lot. The whole stupidity of it. And we cried because we didn’t know what was going to happen to us. We didn’t know then that we had a savior.”

When the door had closed behind my father, I went to the car and turned off the headlamps. For long minutes I stood there, looking at the dark cottage with the glimmer of light from my mother’s candlestick.

It could have been a scene from a legend—the little gate, the garden, the thatched roof so lovingly kept in repair. The stars gave out enough light to touch the thick white walls and the straw roof with a little silver glow.

Was my job done? No—and I knew it. These people had been reduced to almost nothing; such diminishing had to be reversed. Did I think that they could do it, could take control? Not at all.

I turned to the river and wondered how to get them back what they had lost—indeed whether I could effect anything. The black, sleek waters slid by with a small gurgle, and at once I knew my pathway to the advice I needed—James Clare.

First, though, I needed comforting. It strikes me now that knowing I needed comforting showed how much I’d grown up.

Venetia lay awake. She heard me at the front door and I found her kneeling up in bed. I told her what I’d done.

“Has anybody praised you?” she said.

I had no sense of achievement that night until she told me. I had no understanding of the night’s significance until she pointed it out. I had no grasp of the night’s meaning until she underlined it.

“You’ve reunited your parents. You’ve done your mother’s bidding. You’ve acted like a grown man.”

She had a way of speaking to me that made me feel safe. With her by my side, no problem would have been too great. How I could have cared for her, would have cared for her. And did, as far as I could, in the months ahead, which were so often glorious.

Next morning, lying in an afterglow, we made plans. She wanted to take the company away from Charleville.

“Genuine touring—from town to village to hamlet. And get rid of the damn vaudeville. Ben, how much depth can country audiences take, do you think?”

“We all did Shakespeare at school. And Milton. And Dryden.”

“Benedict MacCarthy, I’m going to build a new show.”

In the meantime, I told her, I had to find somebody—by whom I meant James Clare.

He had told me how to go looking for him. When he traveled, he used the post office as his base—to cash his government paycheck, keep his savings, and set up forwarding addresses. If I needed to contact him, I was to hand in a letter addressed to him, and the post office knew the town he was visiting next. He would then reply to me via the post office through which the inquiry had been made. Everybody who wanted him came to use this method. Simple, yet clever and countrywide—just like James himself.

It took me no more than three days to write and receive a reply. He hadn’t gone far—to the village of Hollyford, at the foot of the Silvermines Mountains. I got there in a morning.

James had stayed overnight in the house of a well-known farmer.

“This family,” he told me, “have stories oozing out of them.”

We sat in their parlor, conducted thence, with tea and cake, by the farmer’s wife, a small live wire of a woman who spoke so quickly that I couldn’t make out what she was saying.

James, seeing my bemusement, said when she’d gone, “She’s not from around here”—which is Ireland’s catchall excuse for every human frailty.

He had long set the ways of his life. I later came to know and navigate them. If I broached a topic with him, I had to wait until he had narrated some other, seemingly unconnected tale. As I got to know him better, I understood that he was buying space to think before he gave an answer to my question.

After my first sip of tea, I told him what had happened. I delivered it like news headlines and sat back.

James said, “They have a brick of silver in this family, an ingot, that they say was mined in the hills you saw on the way in.”

“Well, they’re called the ‘Silvermines,’” I said.

“This man’s aunt,” said James, opening another topic, “she was famous around here for having a baby at the age of sixty. And the child was healthy.”

I’m a good eater—and always have been. But I’ve never been anything like James Clare. He could put away food like an eating machine, and he remained as slender as a plank. That morning we finished half a large fruitcake between us, and would have eaten more. Then James sat back.

“D’you recall what I did in Fermoy?”

How could I not? He’d told me the story of the recent events in my life as though he had found an old tale.

“I think of it often,” I said.

“Can you do it now?”

He knew I couldn’t, but in kindness wanted to give me the opportunity. I shook my head, and he began.

“The Queen knew from an early moment that the man had a son. And the wicked King knew that the man had left his son and his son’s mother unprotected. But when the Princess—not the Queen—when the Princess saw the man’s son, she knew what the gods had decided. And when the wicked King saw the man’s son, he grew afraid. He tried to get the son to join him, to lead his army—”

James broke off and said, “How is this sounding?”

“What I need to know is—what do I do next?”

“In something as important as this,” he said, “you first of all have to establish what you know, how much you know. Telling it as a story should make it clearer.”

I didn’t want to hear more because I felt uncomfortable; I should have known to take this as a sign of the story’s accuracy.

“But—”

“I know, Ben, I know. What do you do next?” His advice surprised me. “I’d say—do nothing.”

“Nothing at all?”

“Leave it alone. Live day to day. Meet me in the west; I want to show you the ocean. Your strength is in the power of others.”
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For the few weeks following that meeting, I reordered my life. I wrote to my parents and said that I’d be away for some time. In the note, I told my father where I’d left the car—in Cashel. He must have known that now I had the big, high-ceremonial Daimler; I wonder whether it hurt him. My actions, to an outsider, would have suggested that my life had been altered permanently—which it had been, but the greater change was internal, a maturing at top speed. At that moment, I assumed a new role in life—that of partner to Venetia in every waking moment of her existence.

We had peace. And a surprising amount of it. The members of the company intruded not at all. Apart from the nightly—and sometimes afternoon—involvement with the show on the road, we saw only Mrs. Haas.

Sarah had gone to New York, and from there to Los Angeles. Of King Kelly—not a sign; his new parliamentary life had taken him to Dublin.

Mrs. Haas behaved as lady-in-waiting to a bridegroom and his bride. She ostentatiously put herself at our disposal—handmaid and housekeeper, cook and controller of our home. She changed bed linen and towels every few days, created special mealtime atmospheres with candles and perfumed air—plus sumptuous food.

I look back on that time now as I recall some dreams, and indeed it all had the texture of dreams, the vague and airy sensations, the basic peace.

Real life intruded rarely. We went to Limerick because I had no clothes; Venetia bought wardrobes for me. She found a doctor for my badly affected knuckles where I had struck my father. How was it that I hadn’t killed him? The thought still makes me shudder. We saw a lawyer in the city of Cork, because Venetia wanted to make a will, and she insisted that I overhear it because I was to be the sole beneficiary. And she took me to a garden that she loved, the garden of a great house whose owners were away.

This mansion sat on the same river, Blackwater, that flowed through Fermoy. In the car Venetia carried letters from a number of owners who had such houses and gardens. She knew these people from Dublin, from her days in the Abbey Theatre, and had been given introductions by letter.

We walked between rows of trees.

“Planted,” she said, “to commemorate the British victory at Waterloo.”

And I said to her, “Did you know that the schools on both sides, British and French, teach Waterloo as a victory?”

Her method of talking still intrigues me. She managed to give the impression that she said little, yet she talked all the time. I was the silent one—because I wanted to listen. I had no wish to speak, especially if it was going to curtail the time in which she might have something to say.

And she had plenty. She loved gardens and showed wide knowledge of trees, flowers, and especially flowering shrubs.

“If I could,” she said, “I would do all my rehearsing in a garden. A large garden, with bowers, and a lake and fountain—not too noisy a fountain, because I wouldn’t be able to hear my lines. And it would make me want to pee all the time.”

I often walked behind her as she high-stepped through the gardens we visited. She always walked with respect, never straying off the paths, not even when a tree intrigued her. That afternoon she stopped by a hedge of honeysuckle, which we had growing at home.

“You’ve got this at your house, haven’t you? I saw it when we came up from the woods.” Then she stopped and narrowed her eyes. “D’you know what I’m doing, Ben? I’m trying to imagine what it’s going to be like here when May comes. We’ll come back and see.”

She collected things—tiny pebbles from the gravel; odd shapes of fallen leaves or little sticks; feathers, the tinier the better. From one bare shrub she took a bird’s nest from last year.

I asked her questions. She told me that she had no friends, not even in the theater, that all her time had been spent with her mother.

“If I talk to you too much it’s because I’ve never been able to talk to anybody like this. All my companions have been older—my mother’s friends.”

We’d reached a pocket of tall hedges, where the sun made strong heat. She felt the stone of a bench with her hands and we sat down.

“Do you want to marry me?” she said, grabbing my arm.

I didn’t have to think, but I wasn’t quick enough to reply.

“You will, won’t you? You will marry me? You’re the only person I’ve ever known whose company works for me; I’m safe with you. You’ll let me be what I am. It’s right for me—is it right for you?”

“Completely,” I said.

“I’ll be no good without you. My mother will be furious.”

“When,” I asked, “will we do it?”

“Do you have to be twenty-one?”

Neither of us knew—but we walked from that garden as married in our minds as most people ever get at their weddings.

The pleasure of being with Venetia surpassed anything that I had ever known or imagined. It still does. I hadn’t been a dreamy boy, at least not the romantic sort, but I’d had my share of fantasies—I’ve mentioned it already, the usual stuff about heroism and conquering the world.

But I’d never daydreamed about being in the company of someone lovely, appealing, interesting, and calm, someone thoughtful, entertaining, talkative, and warm.

When I lay it out like that for you now, you can see that my parents, each of them, supplied quite a few of those qualities, and from both sides. To find, at the beginning of my adult life, the same—and more—in one person, and that person a beautiful and talented woman, and somebody who felt close to me in age despite the calendar’s evidence—I could have reached for the word “miracle”—if I’d known enough to think like that.

All I knew is that I was having feelings that I’d never known existed, and I wanted them to go on and on, and it seemed very much the case that they would.

We shared everything. I came into her world as though it had always been my intended place. Without comment, without feeling unusual, we settled down in Charleville through the last days of February and all through March, and as Venetia prepared a new repertoire for the show, I observed and interjected and contributed. It was a paradise. The world left us alone.

Sometimes one or two of the other actors came to discuss her choices. Of these, Peter, who never acted, made the best contribution, had the best taste. When Venetia wanted to try something, she gave readings from the play or poem. If we were alone she asked what I thought; and I gave my opinion on how it affected me. When others gave their views, she always turned to me in the end.

In the long term I came to think—especially after it had all ended—that I had been flattered by Venetia and the others, until I found Peter in his old folks’ home. He changed my opinion.

“You know,” he said, “we couldn’t grasp one thing. We couldn’t understand how a country lad—which is what you were to us, a bumpkin, a farmhand—how a rural lout could have formed such taste. We used to get so annoyed. When I got blind drunk, as I often did, I could hear myself swearing your name out loud. What was it, old boy? Instinct? Wish I’d had it. My taste was all acquired. Winchester School and Oxford.”

I avoided going home—too much, too much. By the middle of May, Venetia had a whole new show. We took to the road in the first week of June, playing the west coast from Dingle up to Donegal, and on the first of July she went to a doctor in Castleisland and was told that she was “carrying a child.”
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Time for an Important Digression: Throughout that spring and summer, the new Irish government was coming into being. The first assembly of those elected in February didn’t happen until March. Anybody interested in politics at any level would have paid good money to get behind the scenes before they all met in Dublin; in fact Mr. de Valera could have sold tickets.

He had such horse-trading to do. The election had involved four distinct and registered parties, and fourteen independent members. To get anything passed, to make sure that he outnumbered them all, Dev needed ten clear votes. He’d won a total of seventy-two seats, an increase of fifteen on the previous Parliament. Mr. Cosgrave had fifty-six, the Labour party had seven, and the Farmers’ party three. Add up the smaller parties, and the Independents, and the Speaker (always returned unopposed), and they came to eighty-one.

You can probably tell that I had now taken to reading the morning newspaper like my father, who was after all the only husband I had ever seen. I scanned every day in deep detail, and that is how I ascertained that King Kelly was making a lot of noise and was indeed going to sit on the Parliament’s Finance Committee. He might even become a major player on the Opposition benches, challenging de Valera’s policies.

My heart sank; how could one ever challenge that power? End of Digression—but there will be more.

Venetia touched the clouds in her joy. Everything about her became dual—at times she could barely speak in excitement, and at times she chattered nonstop, to everything around her, including me; she wanted to dance and she stood still as a statue; she laughed and she wept.

And I, who hadn’t known the word virgin except in a religious context, who knew nothing of procreation except in the animal world, I took to my new status as a duck to a stream. My protective instincts doubled, of course, and I didn’t even know why; I did no more than respond to my feelings.

The night that we knew, Venetia gave performances far beyond anything I had yet seen. She even thought so herself. She was building this new repertoire gradually. Already she had expanded her range, and had put together a “medley”—her word—of Shakespeare’s speeches, mostly heroines, although she did include two of the soliloquies from Hamlet, and continued to follow the requirements of the nationwide school curriculum.

I loved the fact that some of these words echoed in the shabbiest buildings I had ever seen—to people who sat packed shoulder to shoulder, some of them following the words of every speech with their lips.

She’d also chosen what she called “tougher stuff”—she gave them glimpses of Antigone and Medea, setting up the chosen speech with some plot narration, either her own introduction or something very orotund spoken by Peter (now back onstage) or Graham.

The company loved the changes, and admired the skill with which they were being phased in. Few of them missed the “funnies,” as they called them, and they relished being given the chance to do what they called “true” acting.

Cwawfod, in particular, found his reward. Far from not being allowed to speak lines, he was converted into true character acting. Where a role needed to be exaggerated on account of its brevity in an excerpt, Cwawfod was used to considerable effect. He was comic, touching, sinister, hopeless—whatever was needed—and Venetia brought out of him depths that nobody had even suspected.

He gave up drinking, and when eventually the show folded, he became a not inconsiderable minor character in films, and made money.

Ireland had always loved a traveling show. With so little transport available, the world had to come to the people, who repaid with attendance and appreciation. Strolling players had long been a part of countryside life and tradition. Venetia’s forerunners had brought to the villages the melodramas of the nineteenth century, and the classics, and the specially written local dramas, often based on famous tragedies or mysteries.

In the years after Venetia, other distinctive companies toured with troupes of experienced actors—and they also bred actors who went on to great fame. Harold Pinter, for instance, before he made his name writing plays, appeared with companies that toured Ireland.

As with Venetia, a basic economic principle underpinned them all—the opportunity for students to hear the play they were studying, and now, in her revamped repertoire, Venetia included longer and longer excerpts. It was her intention, I knew, to build up to entire plays.

The current season of engagements arranged from the Charleville base still had to be played out. Our life on the road became much more delightful—nothing nearly as grim as those weeks when I was pursuing my father.

Sarah and King Kelly, I was learning, had had strong fingers in the traveling-show pie. With them out of the way, Venetia also changed the way she conducted business.

The audiences for this more serious material grew larger than anything she had known. Priests and teachers began to approve, and in most towns she had to do two shows a day. In effect the income more than doubled, and she plowed it back into the show. She bought an extra car for the others; she hired carpenters and painters to make new scenery flats; she spent money on costumes.

The players responded by working harder than ever, and showing her an increasing devotion. On those occasions when we played a town for a week, Venetia found fresh flowers in her dressing room, such as it was, on opening night (I think the actors raided local gardens). They brought her little gifts; they gave her performance notes; they found new material for her.

For instance, Peter and Graham persuaded her to perform the Tennyson poem “The Lady of Shalott;” it had also been on many curricula. They wrote an introductory script for her, in which she connected the poem and its origins in an Italian folktale with the legend of the River Shannon’s name, where the princess Shannon, also dead and in a white robe, flows mystically down the stream like Ophelia. Venetia brought the house down with the story and the poem.

Now and then events might have delayed a performance, such as the election rally in Kilmallock did, but being shrewd, she simply held back the opening of the show and attracted a huge overflow from the other event. The money poured in.

She looked after her company even better than before. Every player saw a doctor; if the town had a hotel, they stayed there, booked in advance by writing; all of these arrangements were looked after by silent Martha, who, by all accounts, wrote in a beautiful copperplate hand and an elegant letter.

Where a town had no hotels, advance research revealed good bed-and-breakfast places or pubs with rooms overhead, although Venetia favored those less than any kind of other accommodation. “We have enough problems with pubs,” was her dark reply when I asked.

And so we went from town to village to little crossroads hall. We were becoming celebrities. The local newspapers wrote anticipatory notices and gave us departing reviews—always praise, never a negative word. If those notices happened while there was still time for people to see the show, we had to put on extra performances.

None of this bothered Venetia; the more she performed, the more she bloomed. She even gave some free performances in schools, and from the faces of the teachers and the students, it looked as though a comet had decided to come to earth and light up their lives for that hour or so.

I watched everything she did; I was near her all the time; I saw every bit of material. There was a sense in which I was deliberately “learning” her—after all, I scarcely knew her, conventionally speaking. Nothing ever grew less; in everything we did, we increased and intensified.

The watching, the constant observation of her onstage, led me to analyze her art, her skill, her craft—I still don’t know the appropriate word, perhaps all three. My abiding impression has to do with how little she did, not how much. Silence governed everything, stillness, often a motionlessness; time after time I watched her walk onstage and for an astonishing number of seconds do nothing. Maybe a small move of the head, maybe a folding of the hands—and then, before she spoke, a slight shift of posture, perhaps a foot forward, especially in the classical pieces.

Also, she carried that same holding mood into the delivery of the words. There’s an exercise I’d like you to think about. When next you hear a major singing star performing a song that you know and love, and have sung often in the bath or the shower, follow the words silently. See how the the singer holds back. Note how he delays the phrase. Observe how he waits to deliver the freight of the line.

That’s what Venetia did. She understood—and I think it was by instinct—how to keep an audience waiting without the audience knowing that it was waiting. And she understood that acting is mostly reacting. I used to watch her “reading” the audience, as she called it. She didn’t appear to be looking at them; it always seemed that she was not of them at all; for example, I never saw her making eye contact—or so it seemed.

But she saw them, all right—she told me so. She never referred to it as “the whites of their eyes”—she loved them too much to say that—but that’s what she was looking at.

And she reacted to what they loved. Not that she allowed herself to be steered by them—not at all; she just wanted to make sure that they were getting the full value of what she had to offer. When she had divined what they were enjoying, she gave them more—and more.

And every night, as I stood there in the wings and watched her, my pride grew. And every night she not only never disappointed me, she made me even more proud. And afterward I got to hold her in my arms, sometimes all night.

If I woke up and didn’t get back to sleep, I often tried to imagine what lay ahead. Would Venetia go back to the Abbey—or had King Kelly fouled the water in that well for all time? I wouldn’t have wanted her to, especially if Sarah intended to continue playing seasons there; mother was not good for daughter professionally, no matter how much they loved each other.

My belief now is that we would have gone on to do what she dearly wished—establish a theater in a country town, and give it a touring company too. In between she’d play roles in the great theaters of the world—and we knew she would because scouts came to see her, and offers reached us all the time.

In particular, though, she so wanted to go on bringing these beautiful words, these time-honored emotions to the people in the countryside, who lived by “the rules of nature,” as she put it. She understood that they had grim lives, mostly—they did hard, scrabbling work with the rewards few.
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The night after we heard the doctor’s good news we decided to tell nobody. Except Mrs. Haas. I had to establish the legal age for marrying, and the means of doing so. At the same time, we had a major distraction, a new member of the company; his name was Cody.

A smallish man with a hooked nose and a broad Irish accent with a slight whine, Cody walked into our lives one night as a performance ended. He seemed more than respectable, but his suit, when scrutinized, had shiny patches, and his shirt had been in a war or two.

Cody carried a briefcase, and he said that he’d worked in England for some theaters and traveling companies, and had what he called “tremendous experience” in managing the finances of people who worked on the stage.

He didn’t steal money; that may be your initial suspicion. Nor did he fracture the company’s economic structure. On the contrary, Cody helped us in many ways.

For instance, we had problems in the amount of cash we had to carry—all our takings from, often, three shows a day, at least two performances on most days—average fourteen shows a week. Cody set up a relationship with a bank that enabled us to draw money in any decent-size town. A worry evaporated.

He also identified, for future purposes, the towns where our income had been greatest—on account of venue capacity and so forth. Not that we’d ever have abandoned the little places that only held fifty people, and another hundred and fifty peering in through the doors and windows, and on one occasion in Kilcallaghan, hanging from the roof beams.

In short, Cody eliminated the need for us to keep such a close eye on the financial end of things and allowed us to concentrate on the repertoire and the logistics.

Venetia checked Cody’s work with a rigor that surprised me. Every week she examined the books that he kept, and reconciled things with every bank we visited. What she couldn’t check was what we didn’t know—that Cody had no intention of hitting our pockets; his intent, a strategized effort, had much greater damage in mind.

We married in the depths of the summer. Venetia wore flowers in her hair. It wasn’t a conventional wedding but it was legal. We did it in Galway, which was my idea; I took a leaf from the book of Mr. de Valera’s life.

As we strolled the docks a ship sat at anchor about half a mile out. I asked a dockhand where she’d come from, and he told me New York. This happened before Cody had streamlined the cash and the banking arrangements, and we were carrying in her purse and my pockets a considerable amount of money.

I told Venetia my plan, she got some flowers, and I hired a boatman to take us out to the ship. We called up to a deckhand, who sent for the captain. They dropped a ladder, we climbed, and the captain (for a consideration) married us. He had to weigh anchor to do so, because the law required the ship to be under way. The persuasion eased when we told him of the expected baby—he had nine children at home in New Jersey.

Mrs. Haas wept, and baked a small wedding cake when we went back to Charleville at the weekend. We swore her to secrecy. By the time Venetia’s condition became obvious we would have worked out how to tell people. Mrs. Haas loved keeping the secret.

Only one other person knew about the pregnancy and the marriage—Cody. We had to tell him on account of banking papers and signing authorities, and we swore him to secrecy too. We didn’t know that there were no conditions under which he could keep such a confidence; he was pulled by other, more powerful string masters. If ever I meet Cody again, I will end up in jail.

And so the year 1932 wound on. I never missed my daily ration of politics, and with this newfound maturity I began to see things in a much clearer light. I watched the posturing of our leaders; I watched how they arranged to be photographed with church dignitaries who came into Ireland for the giant Eucharistic Congress, an international Catholic Church assembly in Dublin to celebrate worship.

And I watched the rise of King Kelly too. He did indeed become a member of the powerful Finance Committee. And he did indeed sit in the Opposition Front Bench, as it’s called, where he was the shadow spokesman on finance—which meant that he shadowed the finance minister. Which meant that if Mr. Cosgrave ever got back into power, King Kelly would himself become the country’s finance minister, the second most powerful job in the land.

I made no contact with my parents. As James Clare had advised, I did nothing—not least because I still hadn’t unwrapped the meaning of his final remark to me: “Your strength is in the power of others.”

James had said, “Meet me in the west; I want to show you the ocean.” On the day after the wedding, I went to the post office to find a letter for me; James knew that in a matter of weeks we were coming to Sligo, and we’d meet there.

Knowing that James could keep a secret, I resolved to tell him that I’d seen the ocean, and tell him how and why—that Venetia and I had married onboard a ship. I longed to hear him tell the next chapter of the story.

You must visit Sligo one day, Yeats’s town—for me his shadow stalks the place. Here are his two magic mountains: The body of Queen Maeve, the most ancient and most famous of all Irishwomen and the most warlike and the most fearsome, lies in a stone cairn on Knocknarea’s peak. Across the country from her sits the magical table mountain of Ben Bulben, and the people of the netherworld fly between the two, but you have to be quick to see them and you have to be able to see in the dark.

I’m repeating more or less accurately James’s words to Venetia, as we walked around the town. She enchanted him, and he delighted her. He told her stories that made her clap her hands in amazement; he taught her scraps of ancient poems; he explained the structure of the old world to her—who the “Little People” were who lived beneath the ground of Ireland.

We came to rest on that first day in a public house in the outskirts of the town, where, James said, the landlady would make us a meal. He added that he had a surprise for me—and he had: Miss Dora Fay. She went to Sligo for a week every summer, and she and her old friend James tried to coincide there.

I was delighted to see her and she was staggered—and thrilled—at our marriage. Never had I seen her so excited; she said over and over to Venetia, “But, my dear, you are lovely, lovely.” And then said, “And what a young man you’ve found for yourself, what a guy.”

She and James came to all the night performances of the week; they knew that the program changed with each show. Miss Fay knew every word of every scrap of drama; I could see her from where I stood—she was mouthing the words and smiling in all the right places. James sat back, proud like a man at his child’s school play.

In the new repertoire, Blarney’s role had changed. He still had a solo appearance with Venetia, and he still did “political commentary”—but she also deployed him in the play extracts. He did Fool from King Lear; he was young Gobbo, and Autolycus, and most touchingly of all, Ariel, the wistful but dangerous sprite from The Tempest. Venetia had arranged costumes for him, and he electrified the audiences—and the players—in his new colors.

On the last night in Sligo, we had arranged for our hotel to put up a late meal for us with Miss Fay and James. By now we’d met on a number of occasions, and it was clear that for them our marriage amounted to a gift. At a moment during the meal, Miss Fay said to me, “How are your parents?”

She said it with some caution, her face down somewhat.

I said, “I’ve been on the road since late February.”

Venetia, always quicker than me, said, “Should Ben go to see them?”

James said, “The nothing time is over.” He smiled and explained to the two women, “Something I said to Ben when we last met. There is always a time when to do nothing is to go forward.”

We all agreed to meet next day and say our farewells. Venetia and I walked upstairs to bed; her condition didn’t yet show; the baby wouldn’t be born until December. In the room I took the Blarney suitcase off the bed and she said, “No. Open it.”

She took Blarney from the case and sat down. Blarney began to speak.

“Ben, you like stories, don’t you?”

“Yes, Blarney. I like stories.” What was this? Venetia ignored my raised eyebrows.

Blarney went on. “Ben, there’s a story I can’t tell you yet. But I will one day. You’ll probably find it out before I can tell you. All I want you to know is—it’s no part of my story. You know that, don’t you?”

“If you say so, Blarney.”

“Do you mean—you don’t believe me?”

“I think you’re a tough little fellow, Blarney.”

“Ben, I’m hurt. Will you believe me if I tell you that Venetia has nothing to do with that story either?”

“Is this a bad story, Blarney?”

“It is, Ben. It is.”

“Then I know that Venetia had nothing to do with it.”

Blarney lowered his head and Venetia looked away. Then they both recovered and Blarney said, “You should go to visit your parents, Ben.”

“I don’t want to leave Venetia.”

“Venetia understands. Don’t you, Venetia?”

She nodded and Blarney said, “And go soon, Ben.”
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Next morning we made arrangements. James and Miss Fay were taking a train to Dublin that evening. I decided to go with them; much easier to get down home from Dublin than from Sligo, whence I could find no direct route. Venetia came to the station. She seemed unusually somber, and I put it down to the fact that we had never previously parted. I boarded the train, and waved from the window.

As we left Sligo, James began to point out the landscapes of Yeats’s poems and recite from them.

“‘I will arise and go now, and go to Inisfree.’”

Miss Fay and I chimed in. “‘And a small cabin build there, of clay and wattles made.’”

The two adults began to talk about the poet. For all of my young life, from the time that I began to read as a pastime and not merely as a school necessity, the figure of Yeats stood in the Irish landscape like a huge tree. The analogy isn’t mine. Friends who are authors and poets and dramatists have often said to me that any Irish writer in the early twentieth century found it hard to get the warmth of the sun in a shadow as great as that.

My lasting image of Yeats has as much to do with his physical appearance as with his verse. I saw him many times—a big man, bigger than my father, and much heftier. Unlike my outgoing and smiling parent, Yeats always wore a preoccupied air, as though pondering great things.

Perhaps he was—but as I’ve already hinted, I’ve since learned from many people who knew him that he was a calculating man who judged carefully the image that he wished to present to the world.

None of his shrewdness, though, or his attempts to conceal it, impinged upon his poetry, and if his large frame in his cloak and wide-brimmed hat dominated my mind’s eye in my teens, twenties, and thirties, his poems became my sound track—and the nation’s.

James then remembered a story that he had told Yeats.

“He sat on the edge of his seat like a child. His eyes were round and wide, and his mouth open like a bag. He was hanging on every word.”

Miss Fay commented, “It must have been a wonderful story, and therefore you have to tell us.”

He began; this is what I recall of it. As James told it, and as I see it written down now in my own words, I understand that the language was as important as any of the narrative drive. And as ever, James was using it to teach me about life in general.

There was a man one time and he knew many things. He knew how to grow beautiful ears of wheat and when to take the new potatoes out of the ground. He knew when a horse was ready to be taught how to jump a ditch, and he knew when to bring his dairy cows in for the winter. He knew how to take care of his family, for he had a wife and a son, and he knew how to hire good men and send bad men away. This was a man who knew how to get himself liked, and how to like people, and that is one of the greatest gifts of all.

Above all he was a man who knew how to conduct himself decently, and to keep himself on a safe and steady path. If he felt sorry for himself, he never allowed anybody to know it, not even his dear wife. If he felt sudden bursts of gladness, as we all do, he knew they were dangerous things too, and he kept a lid on them most of the way, like you’d keep a lid on a pot, with just a little bit open so that the water doesn’t boil over.

The people who knew this man well, who saw him every day, saw that he was a man who understood things. He understood how the sun rose, followed by the moon. He understood why hares danced in the fields at certain times of the year. He understood why grain had to be harvested at an exact moment in its ripeness, and people used to send for this man and ask him to come and rub the ears of their wheat between his fingers and tell them if it was ready to be cut.

There were many other things he understood—like the moment to stand in the river and catch a salmon with your hands as it leaps northward over a weir on its journey to the spawning grounds. Or not to cross a male donkey with a female pony, but to do it the other way ’round; otherwise you’ll get an animal over which you’ll have no control, your only reward will be biting and kicking and bucking to beat the band.

This was a man who understood why the stars are brightest on a frosty night, and why a shout can be heard for miles across a lake. And why milk turns yellow at certain times of the year, and as a consequence, the care to take when feeding cows that have calved. And why a man will look you in the eye during the making of a bargain, but you should always look at his feet, because if his feet shift you have a liar on your hands.

Now this man was also a successful merchant, and he practiced his merchantry in great style. He sold barley to make ale and he sold pitchforks to make hay. He sold polish to make boots shine, and he sold cards to make men gamble. He sold pipes to smoke tobacco and pipes to make music. And he dispensed all these things with always the good word, always the willing piece of advice.

“Mind, now,” he’d say, “that you don’t let the dog lick the polished boot for he’ll get dizzy. And mind, now,” he’d say, “that you clean the inside of this basin with cold water, else the milk’ll turn sour when the moon rises. And mind, now,” he’d say, “that the stone for that knife is kept wet for an hour and a half before you come to sharpen—otherwise the stone won’t like the blade. And mind, now,” he’d say, “that you give your good lady a ribbon for her hair to match her eyes—otherwise she won’t know that you think her a beautiful woman.”

This was also a man of learning. He had learned what other men will take by way of orders, and what they won’t take. He had learned that some trees have to be cut down in a particular way, because he was also a man who sold timber. He had learned the names of all the old gods, because he knew that a day might come when he would need to speak to one of them. He had learned the lessons of the old sages because he understood that wisdom, if there is such a thing, takes three hundred years and three hundred days to be worth anything. And he had learned one of life’s most important lessons, which is when to talk and when to fight.

So, as I say, this was a man who knew a great deal of things about a great deal of things and was generous with his knowledge and his advice and his observations.

Like Yeats, Miss Fay and I, in the train carriage, listened like small children. And I had a wonderful idea—why not have Venetia turn Blarney into a storyteller? She had already gone a long way to reduce his sinister qualities by including him as an actor in the play extracts.

We never heard the end of James’s story—because the train slammed to as sudden a halt as it could manage. We had run into a new drama. On the side of the track—we’d halted by a small village—a house blazed.

Men jumped from the train to see if they could help. The villagers were running too. Flames licked from the windows—a poor enough, two-story dwelling.

I could see the men asking questions of a woman, trying to ascertain whether all people had quit the house. The woman had gathered four children around her, and she kept shaking her head. She evidently assured the questioners that nobody remained inside, because, working in teams, men went in and brought such furniture as they could grab out onto the street.

Then, however, beams began to fall, and with each crash the sparks rose in ever higher showers, causing the children to recoil farther each time. They wailed and danced in anxiety.

I stepped out too, but James suggested that nothing could be done. Such a sight! Sparks flying to the sky, faces turned to the flames, children not knowing whether to cry, the woman distraught, the train like a long green creature stretched and curved down the line, shining in the fire. I don’t know what became of those poor folks after that night. With the rain pouring down, I climbed back on the train and saw the flames reflected in the windows.
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From the outward signs it seemed that James visited Miss Fay’s house often. He had what looked like a permanent room there, where he kept some papers, and the notes for the book he was writing on traveling storytellers. I learned all that during supper, and was then shown to a room that I would use for many years. Miss Fay lived in Rathmines, in a tall brick house, with a pleasant smell of old carpets. She had a retainer who lived in the basement, Allie, who shouted rather than spoke. Every room on each floor had collections—masks, birds’ eggs, small animals in glass cases, umbrellas. The room in which I slept had shelves of old engineering and geometry instruments—ivory slide rules, dividers, and protractors—and I felt protected and safe, I who had at that time slept in so few houses in my life.

I’ve said that James and Miss Fay may have viewed me as a kind of surrogate son—but I never felt less than the same age as they were. They delivered their remarks as to an equal; their advice took the form of debate. Today I know that I was witnessing perhaps the last practitioners of eighteenth-century manners.

In anticipation of my visit to my parents, they asked what I expected to find. We discussed many options. It became clear that Miss Fay knew of my parents’ removal to the cottage—and the likelihood that they would still be there. I sensed her embarrassment, but she fought it, and joined in the discussion.

They concluded that I must keep calm no matter what I found, that above all I must attend to my parents, establish what they needed, and see how I could help their lives.

“Imagine how they’re feeling,” said James. “Just think on both positions—your father embarrassed beyond description, your mother torn between delight and despair.”

“When I’m in a bind,” said Miss Fay, “I like to walk very slowly because it helps me to think deeper thoughts.”

My train journey next day had no fires, and no stories. All the way from Dublin the sunlight beamed like glory through the windows. I walked from the train station to our house, a distance of four miles.

On a fine morning, with only a light suitcase, it almost felt pleasant, especially as the road from Dundrum Station passes through woods, and on the last stretch to our house I walked along and above the river. Once again I found our front gate closed, and once again I opened it wide and propped it open with the stone that had been there since before my father was born.

As I rounded the bend in the driveway to the point where the house first appears, two sentries in blue shirts barred my way.

“State your name and state your business.”

“My name is Ben MacCarthy and I’ve been sent by Mr. Kelly.”

“Have you a letter?”

“My parents live here.”

“Nobody’s allowed on this property without written permission.”

They made me leave my own driveway—my own ground, where I knew every pebble on the gravel, every plant in the hedgerow. They made me turn my back on the white fence snaking up the field where I’d seen the great and shapeless Animal in the Incident. They made me turn away from the sight of my own doorway, with the stained-glass porch windows throwing colored petals on the floor inside.

To think slowly—walk slowly: I held on tight to Miss Fay’s advice and decided to outwit these armed men. No sentries barred the old road that led to the wood. By now the sun had heated the countryside, and a strong wind blew feathers along the river.

No sign of life in the cottage—surprising on such a beautiful day. I knocked on the closed door.

“Give the password,” called my father’s voice.

“It’s me. Ben.”

He opened the door—he looked twenty years older. Behind him stood Mother, haggard and scared.

“They told us we’re not to open the door to anybody,” Mother said. “How did you get in?”

“They tried to block me.”

Like fearful people—which they were—they hauled me in and closed the door. Both vented relief—and excitement that I had come home.

“If you can call it home,” said my father.

They told me a dismal story. An officer, whose name they didn’t know, had taken charge of them and said he had orders to keep them indoors. New housing was being arranged for them, perhaps in the United States, and they remained on the land at Mr. Kelly’s pleasure.

“It’s like house arrest,” said my father.

When my puzzled face asked why, Mother said, in a whisper, “We think there’s something big going on.”

My father said, “I got talking to one of the fellows. In a few months there’s going to be a big announcement of a new political party. These fellows here will be its army.”

“Why are they wearing blue shirts?” I asked.

“Why do Hitler’s fellows wear brown shirts?”

Mother said, “They’re drilling and marching and handling guns. They told your father that this is the biggest secret in the country.”

Once I sat down with them and we began to talk, my parents became for a time much like their old selves. The previous months had cut furrows in them. Equally, they had no idea what was going to happen to them, or what they would live on. In the cottage Mary Lewis brought them food twice a day, but they weren’t allowed out under any circumstances.

“She’s so nasty to us,” said Mother.

“No surprise there,” I said. I looked like a young man flourishing in his life—which I was.

“We’ve been the victims of a confidence trick,” said my father. “And it began a long time ago.”

Strange to say, I’ve never been more impressed with my parents than at that moment. Despite the pain for both of them, my father told the story of how he was—as he saw it—drawn into the web. He loved the show; he’d long known who Sarah was—and he met her at a performance that one night when he delayed his return from the Galway races.

She charmed him, he said, and he now realized that she extracted a great deal of information from him—where he lived, the size of the farm, his station in life, all of that. On the next visit, he met Venetia, who captivated him. Then, and with great skill, it seemed to me, Sarah drew him into a web at whose center sat her daughter.

Soon he had met King Kelly, who told him of Venetia’s “financial plight.” My father began to give what Sarah called “loans”—and I ascertained, because it was crucially important to me, that Venetia had never had a conversation with my father about money.

Not long after that, the trap was ready to be shut. When my father complained that he had no more money, Professor Fay moved in. We all three felt that this plot had been long in the hatching, that King Kelly had been looking for some prime victims.

For hours we sat there, talking back and forth, back and forth, inspecting every wrinkle, every twist in the story. My father spoke openly—and often with apology—of his role and how he had been fooled. Mother never, not once, made him feel bad. As we talked they expanded, and apart from the physical wear and tear, they began to sound like my parents again. We went over the story from every angle, until we were satisfied that our version of the story was what my father called “a true bill,” his verdict of authenticity.

Next we discussed strategy. Getting the farm back, we agreed, had to be our prime thought. We debated the legality of all that had gone on—and we agreed that we needed to see Leonard Horgan. Getting there might be problematic; the men with guns had taken my father’s car.

We plotted this: I would stay the night, and at dawn slip away, cross the river down at the ford, where the trees gave me the greatest concealment, and get to Cashel and Mr. Horgan’s office. Having outlined the story, I would get his opinion and bring it back to my parents.

Mother confided to me that my father had almost ceased eating. And sleeping.

“You never saw such fretting.”

“What about you?”

“At least I eat something,” she said.

Both ate hearty meals that night. He made some jokes, they had second helpings, and they shared some wine from King Kelly’s stacked cases in the little kitchen. The “theft,” as they called it, bucked them up like children.

I worried that they would turn to me and ask questions. How much had my father told Mother? About Venetia? About the fight? How did he feel—the question I hadn’t dared confront—about being ousted from his love by his son, his only child, his heir?

I didn’t ask those questions; it would be years before I could. It seemed, by the way, that he’d said little or nothing to Mother about Venetia and me. A long time later I established that he had told her that I’d replaced him as a member of the company, no more than that.

Nor did I tell them that I’d married—I didn’t know how to do that, and I didn’t know when I could. Think of their connection to Venetia—my father’s love, my mother’s hate.

Besides, the atmosphere militated against it. No matter what the jollity among the three of us, we still spoke in hushed voices. Once or twice, one or the other stopped at a noise outside—and we all froze.

Before retiring to bed, we talked it through once again. My father said that he thought he’d known of a similar case, a “land swindle,” he called it, up the country somewhere, but the details wouldn’t come back to him—except that he believed it might also have involved a politician. And as the next words began to pour from his mouth, Mother and I chimed in, “The conduct of public affairs for private advantage.”

However, as he said, “It makes it all the more difficult. He’s where the power is now.”

I’d intended to slip away close to dawn and without waking them. Instead I found Mother up and about, with breakfast ready.

“He’s thrilled you’re here,” she said.

“I wondered if he’d be cross at me.”

“At you? Ben, he couldn’t be. Your name is the only light in his face since he came back.”
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It was impossible to dislike Leonard Horgan, a man who doubted everything. Head like a greyhound, sleek blond hair, he breathed as heavily as a fat man, yet if he stood sideways he’d have had no shadow; I’ve never known a thinner man. Nor a quicker mind; he grasped our story before I’d told it. And then he quizzed me.

“What’s the level of shame at home?”

“Has your mother forgiven your father?”

“Will he stay with her?”

“These Kellys—do they like your father?”

High, but being handled well by both parents.

Yes, I’d say so.

Without a doubt. He’ll do anything for her now.

Yes. They do like him.

“Not only that, Mr. Horgan.” I paused.

He looked at me, green eyes. “Oh, Christ, no.”

That’s how quick he was. I dropped my eyes; it wasn’t that I was embarrassed—it’s just that I saw how this could complicate the matter. “Tell me one thing. Tell me that you’ll marry her.”

“I did.”

He clapped his hands. “Problem solved,” he said. “Does old Kelly have any other family?”

I said, “But—there’s worse. He’s using the house—well, the place is full of men with guns.”

I described it and he grew embarrassed.

“Well, I can’t do anything about that. That’s none of my business.”

He looked uneasy; he shifted his feet in their black shiny shoes. Here’s the thought I had; here’s how fast my mind was working: He belongs to the same party as King Kelly. He may not know about the guns, but he knows something and wants nothing to do with it. He’s looking for an easy way out.

“Mr. Horgan, can you tell me—if we went to court—if we took an action …?”

He looked again at the mortgage document that I had brought with me—and handed it back.

“Not a sou. Not a cent. Not a chance. Your father, your mother—free will. Any judge would throw it out.”

“Have you ever heard of a land swindle like this?”

“Ben, you’ve to be very careful with your language. Calling it a swindle—that’s slander.” He softened, recovered his composure. “Prevail upon your bride to have her grandfather make over the farm to her. At least it’ll keep your parents there. As to the other business—all these things pass.”

At the door I said to him, “Mr. Horgan, the men in the blue shirts, the guns—are they Fascists?”

He stepped back. “Christ, Ben, you use strong language. You’d be best off saying nothing to nobody.”

And so I had no elevating news to bring home, but I saw one good thing, what James Clare would have called “an omen.” Workmen had begun to tear down the old hall in Cashel where my father had run off with the show. Mixed feelings for me—I had first seen Venetia there, but it had occasioned bad times in my life, and it was never good enough for her anyway.

It crossed my mind to get a souvenir. Beside the door a little plaque had been inset showing the year of construction, a curly and ornate 1842, and a workman excised it for me.

We sat up late again, we ate well again, we debated back and forth again.

My father confirmed Leonard Horgan’s politics and said, “He was almost a candidate in the 1927 election.”

I didn’t tell them his advice—how could I? The poor report notwithstanding, we relaxed even more than the previous night. They hadn’t seen anybody all day—except Mary Lewis, who’d asked if they had “any news of Ben.” We reasoned that the sentries must have made a report.

“She’s a snake, that one,” said Mother.

At last! An accurate character judgment from Mother—progress!

I asked them whether they minded if I went off and tried some things.

“If anyone can fix it,” said my father, “it’ll be you.”

Next morning I left before dawn; my note on the kitchen table said, Back within days.
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I went back to Dublin by train. For all the time that I knew her, and that was many years, I trusted Dora Fay more than anybody. She gave out a calm air, and yet I knew from James Clare that it came from a troubled soul—an excellent combination, because it showed that she had overcome difficulties in her own life. That evening in Dublin I told her first about my journey—people carried geese, toted hounds on leashes, small children roamed, and impossibly packed baskets and cartons blocked the corridors. Every town, village, and crossroads seemed to have its own station or halt. Nor did the train seem bound to any schedule that I could interpret.

Next, when the laughter had died, I told her about my parents’ circumstances. This is what she said—James Clare was listening, with that shrewd look on his eyebrows:

“My first response is embarrassment, for all the known reasons. My brother is a louse in the locks of politics. My second has to be an attempt to rationalize everything we know.”

I said, “I want my parents to get their farm back. To sleep in their own bed again.”

Miss Fay pursed her lips and, as though thinking aloud, said, “From what I know, the law will not help you. And you have discovered that yourself. But law in this country is made in many ways, one of which is precedent.”

I had to have it explained—and she continued.

“So if this has happened before—then at least you have moral law on your side.”

I waited. She remained silent for what seemed like long minutes of my life, her face contorted as though in pain.

“I love my brother, I do, he’s my twin. How am I going to get over this?” She turned her head. “Can you help me, James?”

James said, “In every legend, at a very important moment, the hero receives help from somebody wise.”

Lips still pursing in anxiety, she asked, “If I write it down, then I’ll not have spoken it. Will that do, James?”

He nodded.

“And, James, tell us more of what happens in legends. That might help Ben too.”

James grinned, and cranked up that voice of his, a voice that went on to tell an entire generation of schoolchildren what he explained to me that night. To them he gave the examples; to me, the theory.

“It’s as old as the hills. Ordinary life. A hero, always a young man. He’s given a task, usually by his king or queen. To save a realm or right a wrong. Great forces will try to prevent him and he has to defeat them—by strength, but that can also mean strength of character. He has many setbacks, but as long as he keeps his heart pure, he wins and comes back in triumph.”

I needed to hear no more; the parallels felt uncomfortable; I asked only one question.

“His heart pure?”

“That means seeking nothing for himself,” said James.

Miss Fay retired to her writing desk, and James told me more—about the characters that heroes meet on such quests: the scheming queen; the evil king; the wizard; the princess; the gatekeeper.

“If this is a legend, what are you?”

He laughed. “You won’t know that until it’s all over. But—and this is what I’ve been trying to do with you—you’ll be able to see it all as a legend. And boys, oh, boys, that’s a powerful cure.”

Miss Fay reappeared and handed me an envelope.

“Now,” she said, “I’ve handed you a weapon. God forgive me.”

Time, the pressure of it, and the concern over my parents’ circumstances, forced my hand. I should have researched everything. Instead, I went at the problem headlong. It took one day to locate King Kelly, and another day to come face-to-face with him. Dublin, most cities, confused me; I knew fields and riverbank pathways and trout pools, not long rows of tall houses. Country cuteness—our term for cunning—travels well, however. I used my experience of talking always to everybody, and despite my confusion in the streets and lanes, I gathered the information I needed.

While in Dublin, King Kelly lived in an apartment at the top of his sister’s house, where Sarah and Venetia had stayed when they first came to Ireland. I went there.

Gretta, Aunt Kelly, looked askance at me (she did in the later years too, when I went back to question her). No information of any kind would she impart about her brother. Nor would she “send the fool farther”—that is, give me a clue as to how I might find him.

A doorman at the Mansion House had more specific news. Mr. Kelly would be attending a meeting tomorrow morning of his party’s elected members—in the same Mansion House on Dawson Street. The meeting, set for ten o’clock, would go on until noon.

Next morning, I stood there from nine o’clock. They began to arrive at about half past, King Kelly among the first. He saw me and had reached the door before I could get to him. I waited. On the way out, two hours and more later, he tried to walk away very quickly—until I said, “I’m going to follow you everywhere.”

Turning like a cornered rat, he fumbled in his vest pocket, handed me a card, and said, “Be at this address this evening at six.”

I mostly recall the staircase, winding and elegant, and the white stucco details—relics of empire. He had a large office, and when he opened the door he hustled me in.

“What do you want, boy?”

“I’m married to your granddaughter, Venetia.”

“Ah. A handout? Is that it?”

I didn’t even know what a handout was.

“My father’s farm. Put it in her name.”

The cigar. The brown suit. The veins on the face. The nose hair. He plucked at his crotch like a banjo player.

“You cute little bastard. That’s why you married her.”

“Why should my parents have to suffer like this?”

“You’re too young to understand stupidity, Ben. But you will, you will.”

“Did the Morans in Ballymore—did they understand it?” I didn’t yet show him Miss Fay’s piece of paper.

He walked to his desk, sat behind it, and pointed to a chair. I walked to the chair, thinking slow, deep thoughts.

“I was right to pick you. You were wrong not to come with me.”

“My parents.”

“What about them?”

“Give us back our land. And the house.”

“Ben, who told you about the Morans?”

“Isn’t it well known?”

He sighed and sat back, as thoughtful as a judge.

“I see where you’re headed. When are you going home again?”

“When I get an answer from you.”

“Oh?” He looked amazed.

“I’m going to follow you everywhere. People will start to ask questions.”

“God,” he said. “You mean it.”

“It’s our farm.”

“Go home to your parents. I’ll work something out.”

“The men there. With the guns.”

“Leave that to me too.” He glanced across at the clock on the mantel. “But I’ll have to hurry.”

I said, “I’ll take the morning train.”

Then came the moment that I described at the outset of this tale, what I called the “Beginning of the End.” As I’ve said, I saw my father standing at the door of the cottage, cheek by jowl with a man I’d never seen before. Now that I look back on the scene, I should have guessed from the demeanor of both men that my father had been instructed to look out for me, and that the other man was now hustling him with some force indoors.

If I’d known—would I have gone ahead to the cottage? And been grabbed by the throat? And seen my parents terrorized? And my father hammered on the ear with a gun-butt?

When they released me and pushed me into the center of the room, they should have had more men there. Four proved insufficient, especially if you immobilize two of them with heavy kicks to the knees, a trick that I saw dirty players use on the football field.

Bizarre, isn’t it? For a moment I hated using that piece of foul play. It paid off. I elbowed the third in the ribs, deflating him, and ran so heavily and fast past the fourth that he couldn’t catch me. And in such a small room he didn’t fire at me—that was my gamble, which paid off. They couldn’t now kill us all, they couldn’t now erase the family; my parents would be safe; I was an escaped witness.

If you ever have the misfortune to become involved in a piece of violent contact, know three things. First, it’s faster than you think. Second, it’s nastier than you’d ever anticipate. Third, no matter how well you acquit yourself it leaves you feeling lower than you’ve ever known. After the fight with my father I couldn’t smile for days; after this fracas, I felt smeared with slime.

And yet some kind of new feeling had gripped me. I can best describe it by saying that I behaved almost as though I were acting a part. At this far distant remove in time I’ve been able to see that I’d thrust myself into the story of my life; I was acting my own deeds. And believing them. Once again I was striding like a hero; once again I wore seven-league boots.

In those boots I took my next steps. I felt sure that my parents wouldn’t be harmed. And I also felt sure that King Kelly had no intention of restoring our property to us. I’d need greater force on my side.

My newspaper reading had informed me of an event about to take place in Ennis, the principal town of County Clare. That, I felt certain, and I don’t know why, would ensure my success—after which I would go to join Venetia and the company in Donegal, where I could read the newspapers, and watch for the fallout.
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With a new assurance I asked all the right questions in Ennis. I was directed to be at a certain place at a certain time. Be there early; get up to the front; be the first through the door. Have my question ready; ask it succinctly; ideally have my name and address on a piece of paper; don’t waste time.

Powerful men have a singularity of purpose about them. When they look, they look only at you. When they focus, they focus only on you. I saw and felt all of that when I went to Clare and met Mr. de Valera in the room where his constituents came for his help. Most elected members held a “clinic” or “surgery” once a week; he, given the demands on his time, could do so only once a month; acolytes and party managers did the rest.

The queue formed early—eight o’clock for his arrival at ten o’clock; I’d been there since six. He stepped from the car and walked up along the line of people, shaking hands, until he reached the doorway. How tall he was, and how forbidding—and yet a flash of good nature, because as he shook my hand he said, “If you’re the early bird, I must be the worm.”

He had no idea what I wanted—I presume he expected help with a grant, planning permission, or, given my age, a scholarship to some college.

When I, his first supplicant of the day, was shown into the room, he was sitting at a table, a statue in remoteness and authority. Men hovered, and at his side a woman sat with a pad taking shorthand notes.

“Tell the Chief your name,” said a hovering man; I had no piece of paper.

Too nervous to accept the great handshake, I blurted, “Sir, there’s a private militia, wearing blue shirts, hundreds of them training with lots of guns on the farm that was swindled from my father.”

It wasn’t a face you could ever forget. I’ve used the word “hawk” before; after that encounter I prefer “eagle.” If Ireland ever had a Mount Rushmore, there would have been room for only one face. Not only that, I seemed to see it all at once—the dark and fierce eyes, the long nose, the longer jaw.

Did I feel comfortable? Oh, God, no! I felt that my body had been strung across wires. It got worse. He stood up—he was much taller than me—and put his hands on my shoulders.

“This, young man, had better be the truth.”

“It is. Sir, it definitely is. I’ve just come from there. To tell you.”

“Who’s in charge? Who brought them together?”

I’d rehearsed all of this. “Sir, the newly elected member for North Cork, Mr. Thomas Aquinas Kelly.”

De Valera beckoned to a hoverer and whispered something. I was escorted, neither kindly nor unkindly, from the room and taken in the official car down the street to the Old Ground Hotel. There, I was asked to wait in a small meeting room at the back. A minder hovered and a waitress brought me tea and toast.

At just after noon de Valera and his entourage arrived, including the woman with the shorthand pad. I rose, trembling again with anxiety. He gestured for me to sit, and took the chair beside me.

He questioned me like a policeman—not a flash of warmth, not a kind look. He asked the same questions over and over—the first time the men arrived, the first time I saw a gun there, the number of men. He asked me again and again, “Are you sure of Mr. Kelly’s identity? What you’re saying is very serious.”

At the end of it I saw why he had become a leader. He softened his attitude and thanked me so warmly and with such respect that not only would I have followed him out of a burning house, I’d have gone into one for him. As he rose, I heard him say to one of the men, “Sooner than I thought.” Then he turned to me and said, “I don’t think there’s anything I can do about the farm. But you should keep up the pressure.”

I never met him again. Not face-to-face. I saw him many times, at rallies, functions, national events. The ferocity seemed never to dim; the aloofness never broke down. When people hated him, they couldn’t say it temperately. When people loved him, they idolized him.

I stood at neither extreme—fascination was my response. This was a man who had been alive since the beginning of the world—or so his sheer force suggested to me. In that encounter I believe that I matured by several years.



[image: ]

Exhaustion swept in like the seventh wave, which, they say, is the biggest of the tide. I felt that I should leave Ennis as soon as possible and get to Venetia. A complicated journey—I had to take a train to Galway, and then to Sligo, and then a bus to Letterkenny—slow trains and bad roads. I stayed that night in Galway and reached Letterkenny late evening. To find a surprise—a closed and dark hall; no show was playing.

I knew where they were staying—and found nobody. The engagement had been canceled, the hotel told me, and Miss Kelly had changed all her plans. In those days we didn’t pay deposits in order to book some of the venues; touring companies kept to their agreements—otherwise they’d never work. They said that she’d gone back to Charleville. And the company? Nobody knew; nothing had been said. Had everything seemed all right? Oh, yes. The de Valera encounter had jangled me to the marrow. I told myself, You’re worrying unduly.

Nevertheless I set out next morning, urgent as a storm. In the hotel the previous night I spent an hour squeezing everything I could from the map. Buses, trains—yes; but if I had to, I’d walk. I made a hectic journey, in assorted ways. They included a ride in a hearse, a motorbike pillion, a delightful pony trap, and, at the end, a drive in a constantly-breaking-down Morris car from Limerick.

No lights in the house; no open door; I had no key. I peppered the windows with pebbles from the gravel on the street; no answer. All along the route, my heart had beaten faster—and for no reason that I could discern. Sheer anxiety? Perhaps. Premonition? I thought so, particularly when nobody came to a window.

The house had a small garden; I’d walked out there on the night of the gunman. A wooden door led into it from a lane at the rear. Easy to climb and, as I’d hoped, yes, the kitchen door hadn’t been locked. I lit the lamp, found food—and an unsigned letter addressed to me. On official government writing paper, in a brawling scrawl, it said, The damage you’ve done. And you’ve destroyed everybody’s chances.

I knew who had written it; was he in the house?

Across the street, life continued in the public house. The summer night had led one or two people to drink outside. I opened the front door, lit the lamp in that hallway, and, seeing people fifty yards away, felt safer.

From above came sounds—feet on the floor. By now I recognized them. Yet I still thought my heart would stop when I saw her dear face peep around the edge of the baluster. She said nothing; she hurtled down without a care. I held her with the deepest sense of relief that I had yet known.

Venetia had been asleep; so had Mrs. Haas, who now appeared, beaming like a toothy sun. You’ll not be surprised to learn that she prepared food—her answer to everything. I used to think that if an earthquake opened a fissure in the ground, Mrs. Haas would throw food into it.

We sat, and I discovered the reason for the cancellation. For the past few days, fire officers had been closing shows after they began—“the crowds,” they said; “safety,” they said; “too many people,” they said. Not yet did I put together this development with my visit to King Kelly’s office.

However, I must have sensed something, because I chose that moment to show Venetia the unsigned letter.

“He spent the afternoon here.”

I recoiled. “What did he say?”

“Nothing. He left that letter on the kitchen table—and just sat there looking at it.”

“Do you want to know what’s happened?” I asked.

She shuddered, as if I’d flung a slew of cold water over her. “Not yet. And maybe not at all.”

I said, “Are you worried? About the show?”

“Not yet. We have plenty of money. And Cody’s coming here next week to show me everything. We have time to make plans.”

Regret touched me—I’d been so enjoying the shows. I much preferred the new seriousness; the disappearance of the bawdy and low-grade material had given every performance a better texture. Their original “lowest common denominator” policy had come from Sarah—urged on by King Kelly himself.

Until three o’clock in the morning we sat and talked; Mrs. Haas had long gone to bed. Venetia seemed exactly the same as when I’d last seen her. I told her about the fire, and Miss Fay and the train and Miss Fay’s house.

“Dare I ask about your parents?” she said.

“How much do you know?”

At that moment she hooded her eyes with one hand stretched flat—and reached for me with the other hand. An actor’s gesture, it also had huge trouble behind it.

“I don’t know what to do. My family—there are awful things. Can we ignore them for a while? Is it all right if I tell you when I’m ready to talk about them?” She smiled—the sun again. “I’ll be an honorable wife, I promise.”

We spent the rest of that week in loose bliss, sleeping late, staying up later. We explored what it was like to be silent in each other’s company. We played the games we had known since childhood—what she called tic-tac-toe, I knew as noughts and crosses; we both had rock, paper, scissors.

She wanted to see other gardens, so we went to Waterford. She wanted to buy jigsaws when she heard of mine, so we went to Cork. She wanted to find a good doctor—she had a midwife in Mrs. Haas—so we went to Limerick. We had picnics, and late-night suppers in the little garden of the house in Charleville—the weather had become hotter than usual for Ireland—and during the day we found old public houses where the owner’s wife would make us a sandwich in the kitchen.

Venetia said she never read newspapers, didn’t like them, a habit born of disliking reviews. And so she missed, on the Tuesday of that week, the announcement—broad headline—that King Kelly had resigned his seat. He made the statement “from his constituency,” said the report, and “with great regret,” and “for health reasons.”

I took three things from the news—that Mr. de Valera had acted with fast brutality; that I now knew what the scrawled letter meant; and that King Kelly wasn’t far away.

The Blueshirts didn’t disappear at that moment—in fact they hadn’t yet appeared in public. De Valera might have spiked King Kelly’s guns, so to speak, but there was more than one forerunner. By then, the organization was taking firm shape. To give you an idea of what I had stumbled upon—or had thrust upon me—this is what had begun to happen.

Before the 1932 election, many people felt that if Dev came into power, he would use the Irish Republican Army, to which he had so long belonged, as his armed militia, and effectively declare a dictatorship. They still had caches of guns, they still carried out an armed attack here and there. Learned papers have been written, and were written at the time, discussing the suitability of Ireland for such a development—a banana republic without the bananas.

Mr. de Valera, however, had as much to fear from his own armed republicans as from anybody else, and he also knew that their swaggering existence encouraged other would-be power brokers—such as King Kelly. Indeed, clashes had long been taking place between the republicans and the men who would later wear the blue shirts—who first appeared in public, in force, in 1933.

The white-haired man I had met at the cottage was the same O’Duffy who then became the leader of the Blueshirts when Mr. de Valera dismissed him as police chief in 1933. But O’Duffy had proven inept politically, unstable almost, and Mr. de Valera buried the movement within a year.

Was it Fascism? Hitler with his Brownshirts, Mussolini and Mosley with their Blackshirts: I suppose in Ireland we should have had green.



[image: ]

It’s important to me that I now write down as many details of that week as I can bear. Mrs. Haas knew of King Kelly resigning—Mrs. Haas knew everything—and in a whisper, she suggested not telling Venetia. I didn’t. We spent five more days in each other’s company, to the exclusion of almost the entire universe. From time to time Mrs. Haas entered our lives, always with comfort, usually with ever more wonderful food. We met other people too—gardeners and waiters and people we stopped to talk to, or who wanted to admire the car. Other than that, we lived in the same shell of life, turning always and only to each other. They say that perfection between two people is impossible, the philosopher’s ideal. The “they” who say this are wrong.

We rode a train, from Limerick to Cork and back again, just for the joy of it. We climbed a mountain, Galtymore, and looked down on the wonderful plains. We drank water from fresh streams. We walked for miles on deserted roads, and by rivers and into bog lands. We lay in the green aftergrass of meadows from which the hay had but recently been harvested.

Plans—that’s what we talked about, plans and children. We agreed to put aside time the following week for discussing problems, for facing matters that would then need attention—such as whether and how many of the company to keep on. Such as telling my parents that we had married. Such as facing Sarah when she came back at the end of the year to a show that had been completely altered. Nominally she had a director’s role; in practice she had forced, cajoled, or persuaded Venetia to put and keep together the program that I had first seen.

When I first began to tell you Venetia’s story, you’ll recall that Sarah had been effusive to me about her love of her daughter, the auspicious birth, unicorns, and so forth. From that you might have assumed a deep, close bond between the two women. Sarah, when I interviewed her down through the years, continued to give that impression.

I, rather cruelly perhaps, allowed her to go on doing so—not least because I wanted to hear Venetia praised. And because I wanted to confirm over and over Sarah’s duplicitousness. The truth from Venetia’s side had long been known to me—everything she told me about Sarah’s demeanor toward her suggested a deep and rivalrous envy.

Still, I might never have met Venetia had it not been for Sarah’s competitiveness. Venetia had so begun to top the Abbey Theatre bill in Dublin that Sarah engineered a row over earnings—by the simple expedient of asking King Kelly to negotiate for Venetia. He generated a mighty fracas with Yeats—persisted in calling him “Yeets”—and Venetia was forced out.

That’s how she came to have a traveling show. Sarah encouraged her, put up the money. It took Venetia off the Abbey stage, out of Dublin, where she’d also starred in society, and away from the public eye.

“Tell me about Sarah, about the family. I mean, in New York. Who were the Kellys?”

She said, “My grandfather’s mother went to New York from County Cork and I know this story.”

Venetia told me, with all the drama and the accents, a story that encapsulated the Irish experience, the journey from desperateness to the first good plateau—and a story that would have a terrible reverberation.

Her mother, Sarah, knew a Dutch family who lived down the street. Bankers and cloth merchants, they had wealth and comfort. They owned warehouses on the Hudson River in New York City, and into the basements they crammed Irish immigrants off the ships.

Why Irish? Because, said these practical Dutch people, the Irish were so desperate that they would take on any kind of work, live in any kind of room.

And so this Dutch family got all its workers from these arriving immigrants, whom they “stored.” The men worked upstairs in the warehouses or on the farms up along the river, and for a pittance of wages. Their women also worked in the warehouses for an even smaller pittance or in domestic service, like so many arriving Irish women and girls.

In fact, so prevalent was the Irish female in American domestic service that in some cities a maid was known as a “Bridget” or a “Bridie.” A “Bridget” was fresh-faced and innocent, straight off the green fields of Ireland; whereas a “Bridie,” also Irish, had been in the United States for some time and been hammered into a tougher woman. And now the focus of the story narrowed.

In the very early 1800s, a girl, from the wide fields of Cork, went to work for the ancestors of this Dutch family. On the day she started there, she said to her sister—whom they also hired as a servant—“This is what we’ll do. We’ll work like fire. And we’ll watch everything. And wherever we get the chance we’ll teach them something they don’t know—so’s they’ll take more notice of us. And no matter what they say to us, we’ll be as nice as pie to them all the time, and we’ll make them laugh.”

The girl’s name wasn’t Bridie or Bridget—she was Nora Tobin and her sister was Eileen, and they made themselves so amenable, so indispensable, to the Dutch family that they changed how that Dutch family perceived the Irish immigrants.

Then Nora showed her astuteness. She watched how the rich Protestants believed that from great wealth must come great charity. And she observed how the head of the house, the Meister, supported churches and other Protestant organizations in Manhattan.

One Sunday morning, after he’d had a good breakfast and had been to a rousing service, Nora went to the Meister in his study. He was sitting there reading his newspaper and smoking one of his long, dark cheroots. Ash had fallen on the carpet and Nora swept it up, tut-tutting at him quite bossily, an attitude that he liked—as she had noticed.

The Meister laughed and said, “Nora, you are like a headmistress”—which he often said to her.

She, expecting that he would say that, replied, “Well, Meister, now that you say it—”

And she asked him there and then for money to start a school for immigrants.

The Meister laughed, but was arrested by the thought.

Nora said, “Do you find me and my sister clever?”

He thought about it and said, “Well, yes, I do.”

“And does your wife?”

“Now that I think of it, she often says so.”

“Well.” Nora stood with her hands on her hips and said to him, “And we’re not the cleverest of us Irish, not at all. If you helped me to open a school, I’d secure for you the best clerks for your bank.”

The Tobin sisters went on to open a school, and indeed did give the Dutchman brilliant employees for his bank—but they and many other Irish teachers also gave New York the clerks and civil servants that ran the courts, organized the city’s systems such as transit and roads, and provided the civilians and the uniformed men in the police and fire departments.

In this fashion, the Irish population in New York began to raise itself out of the hovels to which it had been consigned when it landed. It would take many years; the stigma clung.

Like Nora Tobin had done, the Irishwomen looked around them, saw their incumbent predecessors—the Germans, the English, and especially the Dutch—observed the fine houses, the starched linens, the children at excellent schools, and by a combination of literacy and religion, went after the same for themselves and their families.

So earnestly did they pursue this collective ideal that by the time Sarah was born in the late 1870s, the legions of Irish-American women who formed societies and clubs in New York and elsewhere across the continent didn’t refer to themselves as “women”—they called themselves “ladies.”

Venetia finished her story—but I could see that there was more.

I applauded and said, with a grin, “Go on.”

She said, “My mother left out some details when she first told me.”

I waited.

“She left out the fact that Nora Tobin was my grandfather’s mother. And guess where Nora Tobin came from?” Venetia pointed down to the ground at her feet. “Here.”

In other words, Sarah had descended from the poorest of the poor—her grandmother was an Irish maid plucked from a rat-infested cellar on the dockyards of New York. That was why King Kelly could run for office in North Cork—he had been born here. And he had also lived here—which led to the sinister part.
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Venetia had a deep-grained obedience in her; I recognized it—it’s not uncommon in an only child. After the fracas at the Abbey Theatre, in which she had been an innocent, she’d done as she’d been told—just as I had eventually obeyed Mother when she sent me after my father. Venetia formed the traveling company and bowed to Sarah’s experience in choosing road and repertory material. Now Sarah had gone away, creating a long breathing space, and the company, for the moment, had come off the road.

Given all that, you can understand why we wished to delay any discussion of the problems King Kelly might pose.

The glorious weather continued and King Kelly didn’t appear. In fact we had idyllic privacy. I knew a lake in the mountains where we could swim unseen; Venetia took off her clothes and floated. “I’m the Lady of Shalott,” she called. A garden near Adare had a lily pond; we placed coins on the lily pads for luck. We befriended some horses, took them apples, and got drool on our sleeves.

On the Sunday afternoon, because it rained, we went to a film in Limerick; we saw Loretta Young in Beau Ideal—and I had read the book by P. C. Wren, and its two companion volumes, Beau Geste and Beau Sabreur, and we talked over dinner afterward about the French Foreign Legion and being film stars.

We went home to Charleville in the dark, and found a note to say that Cody had arrived. Next day, when we went downstairs to the kitchen, Cody sat in the kitchen waiting for us—as did King Kelly.

Now we have our hands on the chain of events. Now I must handle the icy cold links, one by one, and follow them, fingering them and feeling their chill. Now I must force myself to bring everything to the eye, to redact as faithfully as I can everything I saw and heard over the week that followed.

No matter how objective I am, no matter how calmly I try to view, to assess what happened, I remain shocked, and that’s why I’ve waited so long to tell this tale. It’s true, I know it, that such things don’t easily take place in people’s lives, no matter what we read in the newspapers. It’s true, I can vouch for it, that treachery is indeed treacherous, that triumph is indeed triumphant, and finally that terribleness is indeed terrible.

They sat in the kitchen, one tall and heavy, a slug with frightening eyes and a big cigar; the other, narrow and scrawny, a rat in a suit, with the cold, uncaring eyes of Death. Amiable conversation had been going back and forth between them; I later ascertained that.

Venetia and I walked in, close to each other in height, an erogenous glow surrounding us like a benign fire. King Kelly’s hands lay on the table, two fat and hairy weapons; Cody sat in a slouch, his hands between his knees.

“The honeymooners,” boomed King Kelly, and Mrs. Haas rebounded like someone hearing a sudden, loud noise. Cody stood up; King Kelly didn’t—but he held out his arms and said, “Have you a kiss for your grandfather?”

“Hello, Grampa,” said Venetia, and went to him; he pulled her down onto his knee, put his hand around her hips, and flicked me a wink with more dirt in it than a slum.

“I was there before him, wasn’t I, child?”—and he pulled her face down to kiss her cheek.

Revolting; that’s how I recall it; that’s how it was—those monstrous paws, with dirty fingernails. He wore a canary-yellow bow tie. And he hadn’t taken off his brown hat.

“How’s married life?” He leered like a bandit.

“What are you doing here, Grampa?”

“Cody, tell her what I’m doing here.”

“Hello, Cody,” said Venetia; she had better manners almost than Mother.

“I hope I’m not too early, Miss Kelly,” said Cody, who glanced at me as though the cat had dragged me in from the street.

“So, are you happy now?” said King Kelly to me, a hand tightening on Venetia’s hip.

“Ow, Grampa.”

I said nothing, but I felt my body coil.

“I have to talk to your bridegroom,” said King Kelly. “Cody, look after my granddaughter—not too tightly now, mind you.” All beasts have a natural habitat; King Kelly’s was the sewer. “You too, Shark-face,” he said to Mrs. Haas. “Out.”

She averted her face from him as she walked past his chair.

Everybody quit the kitchen; Venetia planted a kiss on my jaw as she went. King Kelly sat back until they’d gone. With the pleased face of a tourist, he looked all around—then swiveled back to me. It wasn’t a big room; twelve feet between us, perhaps. I stood with my back to the door.

“Come closer,” he said. “I’m shortsighted and I want to see your eyes.”

I stepped forward. He had a heavy walking cane, made, I think, of hickory, with a brass ferrule, and a brass dog’s head. It rested between his huge knees. He lifted it, hefted its weight, held it by the head, and wagged it at me.

“I could crack your skull with this,” he said. “And maybe I should. You crooked, scheming little bastard. You and the Long Fellow. Happy now? Are you, are you?”

He poked me in the chest with the stick. It hurt. I winced. He poked again.

“Are you happy? I’ve lost my seat, thanks to you.” He poked again. “Well, I’ll make you happy, you wait and see.”

The ferrule dug right into my sternum. If I spoke, my breath might sound caught—but I took the risk.

“I’ll be happy when my parents get back what you stole from them.”

He pulled back the stick to poke harder, as if to stab me, and I caught the stick and wrenched it from him. I broke it across my knee—it wasn’t easy, but I snapped it. It cracked into three pieces, one of which, no more than a shard, flew through the air and landed on the floor. Where I now threw the other two fragments.

He half-rose. I held out a fist.

“The last time we met in this house—you had a man hold a gun to my head. Move now and I’ll drop you. I flocking will.”

Thank you, Billy Moloney! Though I didn’t use the euphemism, you understand.

“Why are you persecuting me?” he said.

I looked at him. The nerve!

He pressed it. “Come on. What have you against me? I have to go back to Dublin now and answer impertinent questions. Because of you. You’ve destroyed my career. You and that Spanish crook.” I had never heard Mr. de Valera called that. “Why? Why are you doing it?”

“Give my parents back our farm.”

He twisted in his chair, exasperation his only tune.

“I’ve resigned my seat because of your lies. You and yours will never live there again. If your stupid father came to me tomorrow with cash worth ten times that mortgage I wouldn’t let him redeem it. That’s done. That’s over.”

King Kelly rose to go. He stopped, wary that I hadn’t moved.

“What you gonna do now, slug me? Use force where you can’t persuade? Who’s the Fascist now?”

I stood aside. He bent down to pick up the broken walking cane, decided against it. Just for mischief I made a small and sudden move as he walked past, and had the gratification of seeing him flinch.

As he opened the door into the hall, I heard the footsteps scurry upstairs—Venetia. She must have heard everything at the slightly ajar Georgian door. Cody emerged from the little sitting room; sitting in the dimness, the room cool with drawn curtains, he too had been listening.

One by one they came back to the kitchen—Cody first, Mrs. Haas second, Venetia a slow last. Nobody said anything; embarrassment hung everywhere, stale as the smoke from King Kelly’s cigar.

“I’m hungry,” I said.

“He is gone?” said Mrs. Haas.

“When did you travel?” said Venetia to Cody. “Are the others here?”

He didn’t answer her and I observed that fact; it was one of those moments when you know you’ve seen something without quite knowing what you’ve registered.

We all sat around the table, including Mrs. Haas, who never sat down when we were eating. The room took on a subdued mood. I watched Cody. He separated his food ingredients from each other—the ham from the egg, the eggs from the sausage, the sausage from the mushrooms.

I didn’t like the way he looked up using only his eyes. I didn’t like the way he held his knife and fork, like spikes he was driving into the plate. I didn’t like the way he sucked his teeth. I didn’t like him.

When we had eaten, which helped us to recover, Cody, Venetia, and I went into the little sitting room. He had placed his bags there, and his accountancy books. Why did I so recoil from him?

We sat down and he said to Venetia, “Now we can go over everything, I’ve spent the week extracting all the information.” He looked at me sidelong and added, “Is it all right if—” and he broke off, and looked at me again.

“If Ben is here? Of course,” said Venetia. “It’s Ben’s business now too.”

I took Cody’s snub for what it was. And I answered it by asking many, many questions. We had plenty of money, enough and more to pay everybody until Christmas, which would buy us time to find an existing theater or a premises.

That night, Venetia told me the story of her life. She recalled the ship that brought her to Ireland; she even remembered, she said, being swung out of her cot by King Kelly and the bristles on his face. She told me the story of her grandfather giving her Blarney. And she told me the story of the boy and the talking animals.

“I lived by that story when I was little. With no friends or playmates, there was always the chance that the cat would chat to me. And so I made friends with Blarney—who could and did.”

I introduced the idea that I’d had on the train.

“Why not turn Blarney into a storyteller?” I said, and I told her about the seanchaí, who still roamed the countryside telling stories.

“What’s the word?” she said.

“Shan-a-kee. It means ‘One who tells old tales.’ They’re still around. We had one at our house years ago. They still work in Kerry and West Cork and up in Donegal and in Scotland.”

She grew excited and I expanded—how the storyteller would arrive in the evening, be given a meal and a drink, and afterward take pride of place at the fireside. There, for the evening, sometimes into the small hours of the morning, he would tell a tale of long ago, and the flickering of the flames lit the stage of his face.

We planned—we would have James come and stay, and he would instruct her.

“Can’t you do it, Ben?”

“I have no talent,” I said.

“Oh, but you have. You just haven’t gone looking for it yet. Or you haven’t been forced to find it. Do you know any stories? James told me some.”

Although I’d been bold with her in love, now my shyness was visible matter—and she had the sensitivity not to press me; she knew I couldn’t do it. Not then, anyway.

We spent the next day making notes, calculating distances in Ireland, guessing at the sizes of towns, figuring out where we might find or open a theater. As a team, she and I scarcely needed to speak aloud—over and over, each of us interrupted the other with the same thought. Again, we had a perfect day, and I thought that we’d shrugged off the shadows that hung over us.
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I’m still gripping the chain of events; I can still feel the cold, cold links. Without my need to know and perceive it, my life growing up on the farm had given me the concept of perfect days—no disturbances, a rhythm of the seasons, a wheel of life. In that light, you can see what had changed and you can also see the contrast with the system that had been mine. How could it have become so exotic so quickly—though not all for the best? On the simplest, most outward level, there I was, driving one of the few motorcars in the province of Munster, a great ghost of a machine, sitting up behind the wheel like a red-haired young grandee, Alexander the Great in corduroys, now a young bridegroom and a father-to-be and a slayer of dragons. Mystifying—in part, anyway, and I could begin to grasp the sense in James Clare’s view of life as a myth. Now consider what came next, and feel the chill of the chain.

That night, Venetia, at bedtime, said to me, “I want to arrange a surprise for you. Give me some time.”

I heard the sounds of furniture being dragged around upstairs. I sat in the living room and tried to net, as though they were butterflies, the thoughts flying about in my head. I kept returning to the problems that had to be solved. And I also found comfort in summarizing them—and my life.

When at last Venetia called, and I went up to our room, I found that she had used curtains, sheets, clothing, and all kinds of props to create a miniature theater, much more elaborate than the previous exercise when Blarney had asked me if I loved Venetia.

She sat “center stage,” with Blarney on her knee. He greeted me.

“Hello, Ben.”

“Hello, Blarney.”

She had changed his costume. No longer an Irish farmer, or King Lear’s Fool, he looked like an old man; he had a white mustache and a battered hat and a black garment that might have been an overcoat.

“Ben, I’m learning to become a storyteller.”

I hadn’t yet interrogated the presence of Blarney in Venetia’s life. Once or twice I almost raised it—I wanted to know the training, the interface, how her personality and spirit belonged in his persona and stage act.

Reticent, awkward, she said, “I wanted somebody to speak for me. To say the things I wanted to say. To utter my rage.”

But she veered away from any discussion as to whether she viewed Blarney as a separate person. If I had to guess now, I’d say that she did—as evidenced by what now took place.

“I think you’ll be a very good storyteller, Blarney,” I said.

Blarney replied, in a sober, almost sad way, “Let me try out a story on you.”

“Good man, Blarney,” I said. “Vote for Blarney.”

He closed his eyes at the inappropriate levity and turned away his head. When he was ready, he spoke; and I sat down. This is the story that Blarney told me; although I’m now telling it to you in my own words, I’m content with its accuracy.

A long time ago, in a village not far from here, lived a young and clever girl. She went to America and started a school there and married. When she found that she was expecting her first child, she came back to Ireland so that the child would be born Irish. As indeed he was. Not far from here.

And so, the child grew into a young man who spent his time between New York and North Cork, because he often came over to see his grandparents, and he was always welcome in these wide fields. In time, he married a girl from Connecticut—she was from an Irish family too, and had also been born in Ireland. And when she was expecting a baby, they came back here so that the baby would be born Irish, just as the young man’s mother had done.

But the young man had a poor character, and he involved himself with bad local people. With their help he got a farm, but he got it through trickery and devilment.

His young wife with her young child didn’t like this. She said it to him, and told him that if he didn’t make amends, she’d go back to her mother in Connecticut.

A coolness sprang up between them, and the young wife made arrangements to go back to America, because she was afraid. And she took another precaution—she told somebody her story. She told a local policeman, a young fellow by the name of Luke Nagle, living in a place called Coolnagle. He, a clever and observant man, wrote down the story, and told of the young wife’s fears.

She never went back to America. They found her body floating in the reeds in the lake named Lough Gur, not too far away from here. At the inquest the coroner recorded an open verdict, meaning that nobody would attempt to say how she died. The husband sold his farm and took his small daughter back to the United States. And the young detective has spent the rest of his life holding that story to himself in his house out at Coolnagle, where he reads books all day. He’s an old man now, and his daughter sells eggs to people here in the town. And that’s the end of my story.

This was the time to weep. For all of us. I had the thought If Blarney sheds tears, will his paint run? In the silence I heard a door close somewhere. I helped Venetia to dismantle the little “set,” we stowed Blarney in his case, we lay down, and I can’t say who held whom the tighter. In the darkness I whispered to her, “You know, don’t you?”

Her head nodded at my chest.

“And you know what I’ll now do?”

Her head nodded again.

Luke Nagle and I became friends. I visited his house many times. In his late seventies when I first met him, still a steel rod of a man, straight as a pike, he had hair that stood up as though he’d had a fright. And he had some kind of second sight, because the moment I walked through the door, he knew why I’d come.

His daughter made tea.

“No, Rose, give the young fella a drink.”

“He’s underage, Dada, he won’t be able to hold it.”

“He’ll hold whiskey.”

“No, he won’t and it’ll take that lovely gloss off him.”

How she spoiled her father—patted him, fixed his woolen cardigan, checked that his tea wasn’t too hot, smiled at him all the time. She winked at me.

“He’s a lovely man, my dada.”

Luke Nagle opened the furrow, so to speak.

“Did you see that resignation?”

I nodded.

“A thunderbolt,” he said. “A political thunderbolt.”

“They’re reeling from it,” said the daughter.

“He should be in jail,” said the father. A bead of milky tea hung from his mustache.

“Can we put him in jail?” I said.

“Will I get it, Dada?” asked the daughter.

“Rose hates him,” said Luke Nagle.

She went away and came back with an envelope.

If you yourself read what Luke Nagle wrote—and I hope one day that you will—you cannot doubt what happened. King Kelly murdered his young wife, Sarah’s mother. My guess is that he held her facedown in the water of the lake, and then dragged her body through the shallows along the bank of Lough Gur to another spot, the place where she was found, so that no traces of a scuffle could be linked with the discovery of the corpse.

Irish official writing has always been large and looped, every word as clear as elocution. In a vivid recounting, Luke Nagle, the procedural policeman, had listed the days and dates of the young wife’s visits to him, and had kept a detailed record of their conversations. At the very least it would have cast a shadow over the young husband.

“Is this the only copy?” I asked.

“No,” said the daughter. “The authorities, they had one, I don’t know if they still have. And we have another.”

“Can I keep this?” I said.

“Only if you’re prepared to use it,” said this feisty little man; no wonder we became such friends.

I sat back, read it again, drank more tea.

Rose said, “You can tell that it’s true, can’t you?”

Luke Nagle said, “I never tell lies.”

Rose ruffled his spiky hair and said, “Except about how many drinks you have with Tommy Heffernan.”

I said, “What was she like, the woman who died?”

Without having to think he said, “Tall as a statue, and she had the nicest nature, sometimes quiet, and sometimes she’d chat like a sparrow, and as kind as good weather.”

Rose said, “She was blondy-haired a bit, wasn’t she, Dada.”

“I wasn’t married then, but anytime she touched my arm—I’d have married her for that alone. And I’d have been better for her than him. That animal.”

“She was a dancer, wasn’t she?” said Rose. “Over there in New York.”

Luke Nagle shook his head in sorrow, and I rose to go.

He shook my hand. “Did you ever hear the saying ‘Patriotism is the last refuge of a scoundrel’? Well, it isn’t. Politics is.”
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It’s not a big lake but it’s lovely, in placid and welcoming countryside. The deep breast of the Knockfennel hill reaches down to the reeds. Woods line the other shore between the water and Bourchier’s Castle. You won’t find many places in Ireland with as much depth of antiquity. People have lived here since thousands of years before Christ. I often go there now and walk in the stone circles and touch the rocks that the ancient men lifted into place for their rituals. Ireland is a small country, with an ancient gene pool, so these were my people, and perhaps Venetia’s. Pagans then—and pagan enough still; her grandmother won’t have been the first beautiful woman who got sacrificed in the horseshoe lake.

For transport, I had the white Daimler. I shouldn’t have taken it down that long narrow lane to the lake, but it stood up well.

I had the thought What is wrong with me? There’s a myth everywhere I turn. And I changed that thought to No. What is right with me? How did I get such good fortune?

With one last look at the thick and silver-sheened water, I drove back to Charleville, where Venetia held up her hands in a warding-off gesture.

“Don’t tell me. Not yet. Can you do—can you do what you have to do, everything—can you do it so that it’s all over?” Today was one of those days when she flew through the air high above us all, remote and swirling, turning this way and that.

Another challenge. “I think so.”

I was used to challenges now. She put a note in among the clothes in my suitcase. All it said was, Dear Ben.

King Kelly recognized the car. Not many cars on quiet Dublin streets anyway. You know—he was frightened. He stood back against the railings, scared.

“Don’t come near me,” he said. “You’re after putting a curse on me.”

“The farm,” I said.

“Go away.”

“Give it back.”

“Leave me alone.”

“Give it back. We can go to a solicitor’s office and do the papers now.”

“Aren’t you after ruining me enough?”

I stood there, not saying a word, staring at him. He tried to hold the silence too, but couldn’t, and erupted.

“What?”

“The farm.”

“Go away. Forever.”

He began to walk down the street. I expected that he was catching a tram into the center of the city, and I walked beside him.

“Do you ever go near Lough Gur these days?” I said.

I hadn’t expected him to stop. And he didn’t—until I pulled the handwritten pages from my pocket.

He directed me and we drove to a gathering of shops and offices.

“Stop here,” he said.

I parked near some sidecars, used by visitors as sightseeing transport around the city. On the short journey, King Kelly had been subdued beside me; not a word, not a gesture until “Stop here.”

He led me through a doorway to a legal office above a greengrocer’s shop. I stood back, near the window, as he had a whispered conversation with a man in striped pants and morning coat. This man kept looking at me over his spectacles, looking at King Kelly and back at me.

Through the window, the rows of cabbages and pails of potatoes smiled up from the stalls below. The smell of farming came to me, and I grew passionately vigilant about the transaction that was supposed to take place across the room.

It didn’t seem to be moving fast enough. I walked across to the desk and said to the elderly lawyer, “This document has to be short, clear, and unchallengeable.”

“These things take time—”

“No. I’ll dictate it. Now.”

“All right, all right,” he said, and I thought he had relief in his voice.

“No, no,” said King Kelly.

“Tom,” said the lawyer, his voice inflected with warning.

I had long had it ready in my mind and I said, “I, Thomas Aquinas Kelly, do hereby give back to Harold and Louise MacCarthy their farm at Goldenfields. I cancel any mortgage that I once had on that entire property, and I state that at no time in the future will I ever try to state or reinstate any claim of any kind to it.”

The lawyer said, “Well, God knows, that’s clear.”

I repeated it, he wrote it down, called in a secretary—a woman who walked sideways into the room, and sideways back out, and sideways in again, with several typed sheets, the original and copies. She—standing sideways—witnessed King Kelly’s signature.

“Give me the other paper,” said King Kelly.

“No, give it to me,” said the lawyer.

As I handed over the Luke Nagle report, I asked King Kelly, “The men on the property. Where are they?”

“There’s only Mary,” he said, as sour as a quince.

The rest of the proceedings took two days to complete. Two wonderful days, they were, two days of incomparable rejoicing, two days of relief and restoration. Without boasting, I can say that I did it all, I organized everything, and I sent a telegram to Venetia: ALL WELL. HOME SOON.

You may find my first act surprising—my first act after driving down home, that is. Not wanting to hurt my father’s feelings, I hid the Daimler.

Near our entrance stood an old ruined farm building, down a kind of awkward and overgrown lane that ran parallel to part of our driveway. Through grass as high as the door handles, I nudged the Daimler toward the old ruin, turned it around so that it faced the direction I had come, pulled aside the branches that covered where there had once been a stable door, and backed the car in. Then I pulled the branches back across the door—perfect concealment.

Nobody stopped me as I walked up our drive—no soldiers, no blue shirts. The house looked deserted, although I heard sounds from the yard, some barks, some whinnies.

Our car, the Alvis, was parked to one side and looked as though it hadn’t been used. I knew why—it was too well known locally and any driver other than my father or me would have raised questions.

I walked in. My house. My home. My place of birth. I knew that I was going to do this right.

Mary Lewis heard the footsteps and came from the kitchen. She looked terrified.

“Don’t hit me, Ben, don’t hit me.”

The insult! As if I were like that!

“Mary, I need you.”

Never did she work as hard. And probably never would again.

“Two things, Mary. You’re to clean this house from top to bottom. And you’re to speak to nobody. If anybody asks you a question, you’re to say only that you’re not allowed to speak.” She nodded. I felt like a young commander, barking orders. “Where are Billy and Lily?”

“They haven’t been here for weeks, Ben.”

“Who’s in the yard?”

“Only Ned Ryan, Ben. And the dog. And Bobbie Boy, Ben.”

I left her to her terror, told her I’d be back later, and drove off in the Alvis.

My next port of call brought cheers and shouts.

“Flock! Flock! Flockin’ great out!”

Large Lily almost swore too, but Billy dominated. He wouldn’t stop shaking my hand. “D’you know what, Ben, you’re flockin’ cat, that’s what you are, flockin’ cat.”

Though I never got to the bottom of that Irish term cat, it means marvelous and wonderful, and I was flattered by it. Speaking of which, when they’d left our house, they had taken Miss Kennedy, who now rubbed herself against my legs.

Billy told me that everybody in the locality hated King Kelly. “Even them of his own flockin’ stripe. You should hear Davey Treacy, the vet; he said to me, ‘Billy, I wouldn’t give that Kelly fella the flockin’ time of day, he can flock off with himself.’”

Since Mr. Treacy had the mildest manner and the cleanest mouth in the county, I had some adjustments to make to get a clear picture.

Billy and Lily and Miss Kennedy sat in the car with me as I made three more visits—to Mollie May Holmes, Joan Hogan, and Kitty Cleary. They behaved, those three women, as though I had garlanded them with flowers. Such excitement!

For the rest of that day, we all toiled. Billy hadn’t been in the yard for several months, not since King Kelly had thrown him and Lily off the property. He fumed at the lack of care evident in Bobbie Boy. Large Lily began to order Mary Lewis around like a slave.

And I—I slept in my own bed that night, and helped Lily put my parents’ room back to rights. When I opened my bag I found the note from Venetia: Dear Ben.

Washing, ironing, polishing, cleaning—such a surge of effort; the gratification! At noon next day, I fetched the three women. It proved difficult to fit them into the Alvis because they had prepared so much food.

And at five o’clock, with the sun still in the sky, I walked down to the cottage holding in my hand the lawyer’s piece of paper, signed and witnessed.

The range of human emotions isn’t always wide enough. Or we can’t—or daren’t—expand on it. I watched it in my parents that evening, and I think the word daren’t applied. Neither took it in fully; they delayed its digestion. This time at least, I found the cottage door open.

They never heard me coming, and each started in fright at the big shadow that loomed in the doorway. Both rose, and my father pushed his spectacles back on his head, saying, “Well, look who’s here.”

Mother said, “Did you travel far? Have you eaten?”

I said, and I couldn’t hide my smile, “You’ll need to be sitting down.”

They were my children now. Just for that afternoon and evening. Like toddlers they sat obediently in their chairs, looking at me, not knowing what was to come.

I pulled the piece of paper from my pocket and began to read from it: “‘I, Thomas Aquinas Kelly, do hereby—’” A little overcome, I had to stop and start again. “‘I, Thomas Aquinas Kelly, do hereby give back to Harold and Louise MacCarthy their farm at Goldenfields. I cancel any mortgage that I once had on that entire property …’” I stopped.

“Show me that,” said Mother.

I handed it over; he looked over her shoulder. She took his hand and they couldn’t look at me, but I was fine with that.

Mother had a saying that I loved—because she said it with such satisfaction. She said it everywhere, around the house, in the garden—she even used it to potty-train me. Now she said it again as she looked at me.

“Job done.”

They walked up to the house, arm in arm. I went ahead, just by fifty yards or so, to tell everybody that they were coming. A long table had been set out in front of the house, as we sometimes did on fine summer days. White linen shone in the sun—and piles of food glistened.

In a row behind the table stood Lily and Billy—no sign of Mary Lewis—and Mollie May Holmes, Joan Hogan, and Kitty Cleary. They didn’t applaud or anything like that. It wasn’t their way. The most they managed was “Howya?” and “Welcome back.”

My parents shook hands with everybody. Mother looked at the food and began talking about recipes, and my father asked Billy to bring around Bobbie Boy.

Nobody left that table until ten o’clock that night. Billy, who had been off the drink since my father’s initial departure, didn’t touch a drop. He drove the women home.

My parents, Lily, and I tidied up. Mother inspected everything, the rooms, the floors, she ran her fingers along high edges looking for dust.

All she said was, “Is this your doing, Ben?”

They went to bed. Lily walked home. I sat alone in the porch. There was a moon that night, and it lit the white railing that needlessly divided the field, and down along which the Animal had galloped in the Incident.

I left a note for my parents: I’ll be away for a while. Expect letters from me.

The driveway in the moonlight stretched as clean—I thought—as the life ahead of me, and as I strolled I sought the honeysuckle that Venetia had admired. I stopped to savor it, and taste the moment, and then, a hero again, I strode on. The car wasn’t seven leagues away; I reached it in minutes.



[image: ]

Do you remember how I described the first night that I drove in the dark? That dank and awful night, with the goat’s greenish-yellowish eyes on the roadside? This night bore no resemblance to it. I didn’t drive; I rode a magic carpet. Isn’t it wonderful what happens when you’re driving under a full moon? It appears, it’s gone, and then, like a child playing a game, there it is again, above a new hill. My friend the moon, I remember thinking, my friend the moon. And tomorrow, I thought, my other friend the kind old sun.

With a flourish I parked the Daimler outside the house. Midnight. Minuit, the French call it. The witching time.

The witching time? Why did that sinister phrase from Hamlet cross my mind at that moment? “’tis now the very witching time of night, / When churchyards yawn and hell itself breathes out.”

I stepped from the car and kicked something. A head. A head lay in the street. Blarney’s head. It had been hacked from the neck. Inside the front door, which stood slightly ajar, I found his torso, his arms, his legs.
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They took Venetia away. And they took Mrs. Haas too. Nobody saw it happen. They left two significant traces to tell me a story. One was the death of Blarney, the brutal slaying. I gathered the pieces, I saw how he’d been hacked—so savagely that I was surprised not to see blood. His head had been attached to a long “neck,” a thick tube that went down into his body, where Venetia could reach in through his back and turn his head with a lever. They had sawn the head from the neck just below the chin. His feet had been cut off halfway up the calf, the hands at the wrists. That was the first message to me.

The other trace told me who had done it—Cody. Cody knew that we had a suitcase of money in the house. He’d brought it down from Donegal, and we were deciding how much of it to bank, and how much to use in cash bargaining for rent or property. And Cody knew where we were hiding that money, in a closet upstairs, covered over by boxes. He had taken out the suitcase but he’d taken only some money, not much, and left the rest there, out on the bed, in the suitcase.

It must have happened minutes before I got there. Everything had a fresh feeling—the teapot in the kitchen was still warm.

Do you know that moment, that suspended, almost happy moment when you know that something awful has happened but you’re still thinking that it hasn’t? That night, in that house, I had that feeling, and it seemed to last for a time. When it ceased, I screamed. I ran all over the house calling out Venetia’s name, yelling for Mrs. Haas.

And I knew that nothing would come of my shouting, I knew that something so bad had happened that I had no mechanism to address it.

I also, without much effort, knew the truth. Cody had been planted in the traveling show by King Kelly—which explained their familiarity with each other. And Venetia’s disappearance was my punishment. Cody, probably with some henchmen, and almost certainly at gunpoint, had taken her away in the middle of the night.
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Charleville had a police station down the street, and I walked to it; but not a light showed in its windows—or anywhere in the town. I walked back, falling apart. My brain kept veering to the worst, the dark water at Lough Gur. I walked all around the town’s two main streets like a madman; I had no idea what to do. The house repelled me; I couldn’t go back in. Not safe to drive the car either—even at this remove in time I can tell how badly I was disintegrating. In truth, I didn’t have a coherent thought in my head, yet I knew, I somehow knew, that I would have a difficult task to persuade anybody of my worst fears.

Which is exactly what happened. At first light I waited outside the police station, beside the old and half-concealed ROYAL IRISH CONSTABULARY sign. As yet, not every physical conversion had been completed, and many stations, such as Charleville, had posted a temporary sign with the symbol of the new civic guards over the old insignia.

A man inside saw me waiting and opened the door.

“Y’all right there, huh?”

What words could I choose that would make the most impact? I’d tried all night to think of some. By then my appearance spoke for me. I threw out my hands and the man, still in his shirt and suspenders, said, “Come in, huh?”

My mind registered, Why is it that policemen always say everything as though they’re asking a question?

“I’m from Rosewood Cottage,” I said. “Down the street.”

“The actor crowd? D’you want to sleep it off, so?”

“Something bad. Something—bad—”

I couldn’t speak—I’ve replayed this moment all my life.

“Are you an actor yourself?”

“No.”

“What are you? Are you after doing something, huh?”

“No. Somebody’s vanished.”

“Is there blood?”

“No, no, I mean—there’s a doll cut up.”

He looked at me. “Is there anybody over there now?”

“That’s it, that’s what’s wrong, there’s nobody there and there should be.”

He leaned close and I figured later that he was trying to smell my breath.

“Is there damage to the property?”

“I want you to come look.”

My agitation produced his effort—sort of. The policeman went away, shaved, ate breakfast, dressed, and came back. How do I know? He hadn’t already shaved, he hadn’t been fully dressed, he was gone for nearly an hour, and when he came back he had a flake of yellow egg near his mouth. And he was sucking crumbs from his teeth. He applied his cap to his head and we walked to the house.

I, as bidden by him, stayed in the hall as he went through every room with elephant plods. It took him many, many minutes.

When he came back downstairs he said, “There wasn’t a robbery, was there? All that money, huh? Is that yours—I s’pose it must be.”

“But something bad’s happened.” My voice wailed.

“Who’s missing?”

I said, “My wife.”

Odd, isn’t it? The first time I used the term in the outside world was the night I lost her.

“Is that all?”

“The housekeeper. Mrs. Haas.”

He looked at me and looked all around. “We’ll leave it a bit. If you don’t hear from your wife or Mrs. House, I s’pose we’ll have to do a report. People go away a lot. Did you have an oul’ row or something, the two of you, huh?”

I shook my head, miserable, destroyed. He coughed.

“I’d say, I’d say—she’ll be back. I mean, the money, huh? You know, like, you know—women. And money.”

He touched his blue cap, walked out of the house—and that was it.
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Now I shall tell you the awful story of my searches, and what became of me after Venetia’s disappearance. I had nowhere to go, nobody to whom I could turn that day. This matter couldn’t be aired at home to my parents—and James Clare would take three days to contact. I thought about going to Dublin and Miss Fay, but I felt that the burden of it might be too heavy for her, and I felt that I should stay in Charleville in case anything happened. When a moment of calm arrived I understood that I had an empty house, a car, a suitcase full of cash—and a terrible, problematic loss.

All that day I wandered around the house, going mad fast. My wife—that proud phrase again, my wife—had gone missing. I feared her dead, I knew that. I feared her and our unborn child murdered.

Next raft of thought: The policeman believes that she walked out on me after a row, and that our housekeeper went with her. Missing persons, not murder. I disagreed in my heart.

Third level of, as it was by now, despair: I can do nothing. She might still be alive somewhere, not yet killed, and I can do nothing; I can’t save her and I can get nobody to help me.

Fourth, and worst, level: This happened because I blackmailed her grandfather and cost him his prestigious job. I killed her.

You think that was a bleak day? It was—but I would have bleaker.

Toward evening, after hours of fitful sleep and mad food consumption, I rallied. I still had some things on my side. The company was on its way down from Donegal after a vacation paid for by Venetia. If nothing else I would now have a team to help me search. And search is what I intended to do—search the world, if necessary. I rallied myself with one central thought: Don’t think of yourself, Ben; think of Venetia’s safety.

When I awoke next morning, the bed—our bed—looked as though it had been bombed by massive ordnance. I must have twisted and turned, rolled and tumbled. Mother had insisted since age six that I make my own bed every day—two minutes was my record; this took ten. I washed with great care, trying to impose order upon myself, and mapped out my day.

Downstairs I forced myself to eat, and I walked slowly from the kitchen to the hall, from the hall to the kitchen. Walking slowly is thinking deeply; thank you, Miss Fay.

Outside, no rain, some light overcast—the daylight helped. At ten o’clock, the hour that I had observed Charleville usually woke up, I went from door to door and asked the same question:

“The night before last, just before midnight—did you hear or see anything unusual?”

(You can tell, can’t you, that I was a widely read boy? Adventure stories contain good basic lessons.)

Nobody saw anything. Two people, close to the house, heard what they called “a lorry,” but they had gone to bed and didn’t get up to look. They timed it identically: “About ten before midnight.”

Everybody wanted to know why I was asking; I said, “I can’t say yet.”

They all found out within days because they told the policeman that I’d been asking questions, and he told them that my wife had run away.

“Actors,” I’m sure they said. “Them bad morals.”

If they only knew.

I had intended visiting Luke Nagle anyway, to tell him the whole story. His diligence all those years ago had brought off an excellent result: In at least one mighty infringement King Kelly had been nailed, a wrong corrected; I knew he’d be pleased. Now I sat in front of him and told him in sequence what had happened—the lawyer’s office, my parents, the farm, all of that.

“But,” said he with a raging blurt, “that animal! He did the same here; that’s how he got his first farm—he hoodwinked an old couple. He should have been strung up.”

The interruption over, I told him about Venetia, and who she was and what had now happened. Here’s why I liked him so much; he didn’t gild life—he took it on straight, headlong.

“The lake isn’t very deep,” he said. “You could drag it easy enough.”

“Dada,” said his daughter. “Slow down.”

“False hope is no hope,” he said. “Always best to know what’s happened as soon as you can.”

Though I admired him for his words, they crushed me. When I recovered as much as I could, I told him the missing-persons dilemma.

“Kelly should be behind bars for the rest of his life. They won’t hang him now.”

I asked, “What are you saying?”

“Go after him.”

“I’d get nowhere.”

“Good Christ, let me into court. I’ll witness that fellow through the gates of Hell.”

So began the first phases of my search. I would climb two more levels, including one national and very public plateau, and in between I would sink lower than I ever want you to think about, much less feel. The final stages—they occasioned this account that you’re now reading.

In that first phase, I waited for the company from the show. My calculations told me that they’d arrive at the end of the week. I could scarcely wait; I’d grown to like them so much, and to trust them.

I assessed who among them might give me the best, the coolest assistance. Would it be Graham? He had a certain distance to him, and he read more than the others. Peter would weep and get blind drunk. Cwawfod might get hysterical. Michael would rage over the “death” of Blarney, and kick things (and maybe turn somersaults). Martha might be useful; she had an energy the others didn’t, and she worshipped Venetia.

As I sat there, at the kitchen table, helpless as an infant, I tried to make sense of it all. I couldn’t. My wife was dead, my bones told me. And I was sitting here. Doing nothing. And life wasn’t allowing me to do anything. There was nothing I could do. Nothing.

I know now why people in solitary confinement become unhinged. But at least they can see and come to grips with the forces containing them. I had to do something.

Again I went to the guards. The same man. Sitting, this time, reading the newspaper. He looked at me and went back to his reading.

“Hallo.”

“Yah.”

“I was—the day before yesterday. I was, ah’m, here.”

“Is she back?”

“I want to make out a missing-person thing.”

“Three months.”

“But—”

“You’ve got to wait three months. If we made out a missing-person report for everybody who ran way from their husband, we’d catch no criminals.”

I wanted to ask, “How many do you catch, you yourself?” Instead, I asked, “Why three months?”

“As for men who run off from the missus, ’twould be like the Red Sea deluge.”

As I walked out, he called after me, “Hang on to that money and she’ll be back. Women don’t run away from money.”

The company never arrived. I never saw them assembled again. For days I waited. I knew where they were meant to stay for their holiday; I knew because Venetia had discussed it with Cody, who had made the payment.

And then of course I knew that there probably had been no holiday; that Cody had paid them off and disbanded them, had told them some story about Venetia being pregnant and giving up the traveling show—that is what I speculated when the truth came to me, when they didn’t arrive. Time proved me right on that one, but I didn’t know it for many, many years.

Now, despair picked me up by the hair and dragged me across open countryside, across deserts and scree, and tore me up. I went nowhere, I saw nobody, I went down to the dregs.

Grief, I discovered, operates in different ways. It can begin protectively, by not letting you feel too much. And then it can scorch you and chill you all at once, like the winds of the Arctic do. Those days brought me into the first bad stages of such grief. I didn’t wash, I didn’t sleep, I didn’t eat what could be called food—an egg, stale bread, nothing of any taste or use.

Here’s what surprised me most: I had no coherent thought—about anything. All I could say, think, or feel was Venetia, the baby, the baby, Venetia.

My mind’s eyes were filled with blood; I knew they had killed her horribly. Would they now torment me further with some evidence of this? And when I moved on to thoughts of Mrs. Haas and how they must have killed her, I went further berserk.

Enough of that now; I’ve made it clear how bad it was. It did get worse but not as dramatically; it turned into a long bleakness “dropping slow,” as Yeats said of peace. I’ll come to that bleak time later; let me finish the Charleville phase.

One afternoon, as I hit my worst patch (Oh, how can I say what my worst patch was? It was all dreadful, and the shock of loss made me shudder every few minutes), I heard footsteps in the hall. The knocker had been banging, and I had ignored it.

Into the kitchen, calling exploratory cries, came Rose Nagle, daughter of Luke, followed by a man as wide as a shed.

She looked at me and said, “Go and wash your face. This is Petey.”

I went upstairs, washed my face without looking in the mirror (that’s another thing: Grief doesn’t allow you to look at yourself), and came back down.

“Petey is a detective in Cork,” said Rose. “I’m going out to get milk.”

Some men break chairs when they sit down; Petey could have done. He had the biggest shoes I had ever seen—he must have paid ground rent.

“Howya doin’?” said Petey.

“Don’t talk to me if you’re not going to believe me,” I said. Or—I thought I said it but I must have screamed it.

“Hey, whoa, boy, hould on here, like.”

Which I did. He pointed to a chair; he was in command.

“Come on now. From the start.” He said “shtart;” they all do around there—“shtart” and “shting” and “shtagger” and “shtruggle,” my word of the moment, because I struggled. I struggled to tell the story in a linear way; I kept jumping ahead, being pulled back, going sideways.

Rose came back with milk and eggs and bread. The talking went on for hours—the questioning; the retreading old ground; the new ideas, which, no matter how wild, he wanted to hear. It’s a clear enough picture—he leaning forward, never taking his eyes off me, not making notes, me blabbing and blathering, and rampaging across the story and back again.

He told me to come to Cork two days on. By then he’d have “talked to a few people,” and he’d have “an idea how to proceed.” And he told me, “Calm down, keep your head cool, like.”

I’ll go straight to the upshot: Petey found that the company road show’s holiday had been canceled, and that they had scattered to the four winds. They’d left the cars parked in Salthill; of the big van no trace—the police found it in Galway near the train station, with all the scenery in it.

In Cork, furious discussion had opened up in the police station—was this a kidnapping? Would a man kidnap—or have somebody kidnap—his own granddaughter? Some argued, “This man would.” They’d all read the Luke Nagle paper. But would a judge think so? There the arguments began to founder.

Petey, aided and abetted from a distance by Luke Nagle (who also wanted Petey to marry Rose), got permission to reopen the Lough Gur murder. They brought King Kelly in for questioning, and they used the occasion to ask him about his missing granddaughter.

I never heard what he said about Venetia and me—but I read it many years later, in the police record. He didn’t go as far as to say that I’d raped her, but he portrayed me as a stagestruck fortune hunter, and proceeded to tell them the story of my father and Venetia.

“So the young fellow comes in, the young bull, and he elbows the old bull out of the way. And he comes to me, and he asks, straight out he asks it, that the farm, which I acquired by legitimate transaction, he asks that it be made over to him and his wife—my granddaughter. He’s after marrying her illegally on a ship in Galway Bay. I mean, look at it, look at the facts. Now tell me whose side you’d be on.”

Every which way they tried to shake him up, but he never shook. The art of illusion: He gave the impression that he was the downtrodden one, who had lost his granddaughter, and his housekeeper, to whom he was devoted. Perhaps, after all, he was the best actor in that family. Or he knew how to tell the Big Lie. Like Hitler.

He almost cracked one morning; I was there; I watched him. Petey had wangled permission from his superiors to drag Lough Gur. A confidential operation—nobody to be told except King Kelly and me, and my focus changed horribly that morning.

Petey the detective told me that they still wished to connect King Kelly to the death of his wife all those years ago, and would drag the lake for further evidence. As I got there, it also struck me that they intended to drag for other bodies, more recently put there. Swallowing my throat almost, I went forward to the point where everybody had gathered—including King Kelly.

Since then, methods have advanced—for which, be thankful. Today we have divers—they used to be called frogmen—with breathing equipment. We had no such facilities in 1932, hence what they called “dragging.” They attached weights, hooks, and grapnels to long lines and went out in a boat. Do you have any idea how sharp the hooks are, how piercing the grapnel? I thought of Venetia’s neck, her breasts.

Did I say it out loud? Beside me, Luke Nagle, glittering in the early sunshine, said, “Imagine the damage them hooks’d do to a body.”

King Kelly heard and turned away, coughing. Luke Nagle, old as he was, spry as he was, walked the few paces to King Kelly and said, in a voice that he wanted everybody to hear, “See them ropes? I’d hang you here now with one of ’em.”

The boatmen pushed off. They took some time to settle the hooks and grapnels on the bed of the lake and began their first drag, a sweep all along the bank. Would a body—her body—would it lie softly on the bed of the lake? Had they attached weights?

Up along the first curve of the horseshoe they went, the lines snaking out behind them. We began to walk after them, Petey, Rose, Luke Nagle, and I, stumbling in the wet grasses along the bank. King Kelly stayed behind, watched over by a uniformed guard.

The boat stopped abruptly, yanked back a little by something in which the line had snagged. Along with the others I gasped.

“Oh, Jesus,” said Rose. “We should be saying a prayer for her.”

Her father, ever the policeman, said, “I hope we get an arrest out of this.”

The men in the boat hauled and grappled. A large shapeless mass came to the surface slowly. Two of the men—they all wore thigh-high rubber waders—jumped out and attended to it. They hauled and scrabbled and poked.

“Weed,” shouted one. A dense web of weed and algae had wrapped itself around the grapnel.

They took half an hour to untangle it. The sun pushed the early-morning nip from the air. Birds corresponded from every tree. Far away, tiny black-and-white cows flooded back into a high meadow through a gate from a lane. And over all of us hung the thoughts of two lovely tall women, one the granddaughter of the other.

The boatmen reset themselves and went on. They had predetermined their path—their sweep would go all around the lake a few yards outside the deep fringe of tall reeds. Some of the sedges wore startling, acid-yellow bonnets. I asked Petey about searching the reeds too.

“We did that, boy.”

Luke Nagle said, “They were out here with pitchforks this past two days.”

I nearly fell over. Instead I turned away.

Lough Gur isn’t a big lake and they had dragged their mapped perimeter in a few hours. Now and then they hit more weed, not as serious as the first, not as tangled. They came ashore for lunch, and little was said.

King Kelly sat by himself; I had been unable, almost, to look at him. Now I walked over and sat down on the grass beside him. I handed him a sandwich; he all but knocked it out of my hand with his brusque shove.

“Look at you. Look at you.”

Was it the words that made me uncomfortable? I had so much distress in my arteries that I couldn’t define a new onset. But the words did disturb me; where had I heard them before and with that inflection: “Look at you”?

“What happened?” I said. Don’t ask me how I kept my voice from cracking; I don’t know how. “Just—tell me what happened. You of all people know how lovely she was.”

He didn’t, wouldn’t, answer.

“Come on. She loved you.”

Not a word. He kept his head turned away.

“Have you told her mother—does Sarah know?”

He moved his jaw like a man chewing, but said nothing.

“Sarah’ll go crazy,” I said. “Or does she know you killed her mother?”

Not a single word did he say. Not a word. He turned his head farther away, then rose to his feet. And walked away. He had a new walking stick, not as posh as the old one.

“I might break that stick across your head,” I shouted. “They should hang you. I should do it myself.”

Luke Nagle, Rose, Petey, the other police—all turned their heads. Petey strolled over.

“Listen here to me, boy. He could ask me to caution you and I’d have to ask you to leave, right?”

The point was made, though it cooled me not at all.
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Soon, the boat set out again, this time to drag up and down, up and down, the middle parts of the lake. They found nothing—some old sacking, more weed, a rusty wheel, nothing else. King Kelly walked to the police car and waited. Petey went back to Cork with his colleagues, and I drove Rose and Luke Nagle home. We talked into the small hours, and I began to feel a little calmer; I stayed in their house that night, and next day I braved the house in Charleville.

What am I left with? Anything? And what now? What next?

Those and similar thoughts took me into the hallway and the kitchen. I got practical—I recommend it. Checking everything, I made a list—food, milk, eggs, the rest. I counted the money, close to three thousand pounds—a fortune, a hundred thousand and more in today’s values.

At the bank I confirmed the signing permissions on the bank account; I had complete access. Now all I could do was wait until the prosecution of King Kelly played out. If they found that they had enough evidence to charge him with anything, then they’d search for Venetia and Mrs. Haas.

When they went to pull the files from the drowning of King Kelly’s wife, most of the documentation had gone missing. No medical report, no autopsy report, even the coroner’s proceedings—all gone.

The scrutiny of Venetia’s disappearance gave them even less material to prosecute him. King Kelly never spent a night behind bars. He had a few days of discomfort, and that was all.

I filled in a missing-persons report; in the circumstances they allowed me to break the three-month rule by six weeks. Newspapers picked up the story, but not very energetically. A few sightings were reported, never of two women together. A man said he saw Mrs. Haas on the docks at Cork, then said he wasn’t sure. In Dublin, a maid said that Venetia had stayed in a hotel room; questioned, the description only fitted Venetia in that the woman was tall and alone.

Overall, though, hung the notion that Venetia and Mrs. Haas had gone away of their own volition. One newspaper observed the closing of the show and the fire precautions. My name never appeared.

Then began the rest of my life. Then began the slow, slow acceptance. Then began the shaping of the life that took so long to shape. It would lead me to places in my soul that I never knew existed. It would lead me to landscapes barer and colder than that of the moon. It would lead me to make an interpretation of this calamity, an interpretation that turned into a life.

And it would lead me to embrace the most powerful emotion in the world. That, you say, would be love, wouldn’t it? No. The most powerful emotion in the world is hope. I should know.
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I reached for James Clare. I reached for him through Miss Fay. I reached for her too, my first step to my own salvation. By the time I went to her house, I had come to believe that the rock bottom I had reached was where my life would be lived. I locked the Daimler in her garage and, as it turned out, left it there for many years: When I took it out again, it had become a vintage curiosity.

No answer to my knocking or bell-ringing; I sat on the bench in the front garden until she came home. Her housekeeper, Allie, whose shouting always irked me, was deaf, and had never heard my calls.

When they perceive their friends in trouble, good people say nothing. They draw them into their own lives, and see that as the best way of taking care. Miss Fay greeted me with not much more than a shrewd up-and-down look, and led me to the room in which I had slept last time.

“I have some work to do, not for long—make yourself at home.”

“Is James here?”

“I’ll drop him a note.”

In my room, among the engineering instruments and souvenirs, among the mechanical artifacts of precision, I began to learn that I had to put away the wonderful life I had glimpsed. Trouble was, I didn’t know how to build a new life, a new anything. Venetia had, in a short time, become my certainty, and all certainty had gone.
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Here now is an account of how I lived the next several years. I spent most of the first year in Dublin, hiding in Miss Fay’s house. I had failed at something deep and ageless—I had failed to guarantee the safety and comfort of my wife. I failed, therefore I hid.

It opened the healing process, though. Under that roof, the first new skin, not much, began to form around the wound. It began slowly. I mean—I did things so basic, so childish; for instance, I drew pen-and-ink pictures of every mathematical and engineering instrument in that room. Miss Fay’s idea—line drawings of attempted precision for precision artifacts; I saw the self-control that she wanted me to acquire, and I went along with it.

Each morning, therefore, I had a task facing me. Miss Fay said that she wished to give the instruments to the National Museum and needed to have a record of them; I became her recorder. Barely sentient, or so it felt, I drew all day.

She left the house each morning just before nine o’clock, and came home each evening at just after half past six; she was, herself, a precision instrument. Over dinner she told me about her day, her academic work, her meetings, her colleagues. After a week or so, she brought home a newspaper, and that’s how I got through the nights. I can almost quote to you from The Irish Times for the second half of 1932 and the first half of 1933.

Fortunately for my healing process, Mr. de Valera did indeed call an election, for January 1933. With bitter sighs I recalled how Blarney had predicted it. And Mr. de Valera at last got the majority he wanted.

Actually, not quite; he got exactly half the number of seats in Parliament, an increase of four, tying the vote, but the convention is that the Speaker votes with the government, so he was clear.

Miss Fay and I lived like that, uninterrupted for a number of weeks, an aunt with a brokenhearted nephew—indeed, a mother with a destroyed son. I came to know her very well. Grief, and in this case, frightened bemusement and a terrible sense of failure—these can, in time, heighten powers of observation.

She was a thoroughly decent woman. I never heard her raise her voice; she allowed no drama into her life; everything remained on a steady keel. How perfect an atmosphere for a recovery such as mine.

It also worked because, for all her seeming diffidence and spinsterhood, she understood emotion. To grasp that, you needed only to see her with James Clare. He was, in fact, our only interruption, if you could call it that.

On a day that he was due to arrive, she came home early, cheeks alight. Her step quickened, she laughed louder—this woman, so level, so seemingly dry and academic, this shy woman, became excited.

As did he when he saw her. She always took part of the next day off after his arrival, and breakfast lasted until noon.

Then I had him to myself. He made me talk and talk. He asked me over and over what I needed. He made me say words such as “funeral” and “mourning” and “loss.”

In the eleven months that I was there, James came to stay four or five times, sometimes for a weekend, sometimes for a week. He too had business in the city; he had to go to his employers, the Folklore Commission, and hand in his most recent notes and collections, and discuss his next—self-made—assignment.

During one visit, he and Miss Fay stayed up especially late, and talked into the night. Next day at breakfast—this was now late June or early July, and we had the windows to the garden open wide, and everywhere I looked I saw Venetia’s face and the flowers in her hair the day we married—James, with Miss Fay’s round eyes watching, aired, as he called it, “a notion.” His sister, who was married to a farmer in south Donegal, needed a “civilized” man to run the place because her husband had to have a surgical operation.
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Healing stage two: In Donegal I became quieter than I’d ever been—call it morose. But I worked so hard, day and night, for this couple whose children had grown up and left home, gone to Scotland and Canada, a typical Irish tale. I had to do everything—cattle, sheep, pigs; I even did some building, and discovered that I had skills I never knew I possessed. All those years being everywhere with my father and Billy Moloney, and all the others who came and went—now I translated the deep-seated and well-remembered information into action.

I slept in a separate building, a room over a cowshed, and at night the warm smells and the warmer snufflings soothed me; Mother’s stories about her cows came back to my mind, and comforted me.

James Clare visited every few months. He had a circuit that took him all around the country in a most regular way, and he could always tell roughly where he’d be on any date of the calendar. In a man who had no constraints on his movements, I found this sense of organization impressive.

My grief notwithstanding, I was by now, and unknown to myself—certainly unnoticed in my state of mourning—learning how to live a life out in the world. I had to get up at the same time every morning; others, including animals, depended on me.

Brutally, I had to look back on my time with Venetia as dreamlike, which, as you will recall, is how I described it. And I knew that I couldn’t stay suspended in this half-dream, whole tragedy. If I wanted to honor Venetia I had to become a functioning human being; the greater the functioning ability, the greater the honor.

Those were not my words or ideas; they came from James. On a late October evening of the third year that I’d been there, when the weather—as can happen on the west coast—had gone all Mediterranean for an entire week, he invited me to walk out to Kildoney Point.

He said, “I like looking at the ocean. It tells me what the human spirit can encompass.”

His sister’s husband, a pale and likable man, had now fully recovered, and although they wanted me to stay with them for the winter, they no longer needed the help.

“They’re very fond of you,” James said. “But they worry about you. You’re too quiet for your age.”

I said, “I suppose so.”

“If I could wave a magic wand, Ben, what would you want me to do?”

I thought for so long that he had to ask me again. Then I said, “In the legends that you love so much, what does a hero do if he’s lost somebody?”

James quoted first a snatch in Gaelic, and then the translation.

“He searches north and south and east and west, but they’re the north and south and east and west of his soul. He searches up and down and in and out, but they’re the up and down and in and out of his heart. He searches back and forth and hither and yon, but they’re the back and forth and hither and yon of his spirit. And then he finds what he seeks.”

“But,” I asked, “he only searches his heart and his soul and his spirit?”

“Take it as metaphorical. They’re the four corners of the earth. They’re the sun, moon, planets, and stars. They’re the four winds.”

“And,” I asked, “at the end—is he healed?”

“Always.”

James and I sat looking at the sea at Kildoney Point, and I knew that we would go on sitting there until I answered him and his magic wand.

“What I say might surprise you.”

He laughed. “A surprise is as good as a meal.”

I took a deep breath and said, “I think I’d like to be a spalpeen.”

He didn’t flinch. “All over the country?”

“The four corners.”

James said, “Wait ’til the fine weather comes in. And we’ll make sure we meet on our travels.”

I didn’t ask the terrible question “Does the hero find what he’s looking for?” because I had long known the sad answer.

Or thought I had.

We walked back from the point. As we reached the house James said, “May I ask you a favor?”

I looked at him. “If I can.”

“Try to stop drinking.”
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I hear you asking, “What’s a spalpeen?” Let me give you some context. Outside that farm in Donegal, that room above the cows, that house and those decent people, the world still turned. Looking back on it now with some (not much) objectivity, I was at least engaged by the politics. The new Parliament was up and running in Dublin because of Mr. de Valera’s talks with the members of smaller parties. His absorbing horse-trading had continued.

In Scotland they have a good word, outwith—meaning “all things considered,” or “notwithstanding.” Outwith the turbulence in my own life, I knew things had changed nationally—and everybody in the country knew, whether they liked to admit it. It continues to fascinate me that something that seems as megalithic and remote as government machinery can have so intimate a reverberation.

Though serene at the fact that he was back at home, I missed my father. With his gifts of explanation, and his instinct for involvement in momentous things, he could be at his best at a time like this. I needed somebody to explain to me why I felt that the entire country had changed; in other words, that it wasn’t just me.

People still walked about the streets. Farmers continued to take their milk to the creamery. Housewives went on shaking the bread crumbs from their tablecloths out into the world. And yet—things were different.

Perhaps the newspapers had something to do with it. They were alive with politics. Every speech, every utterance of every tinker and tailor, every Tom, Dick, or Harriet who had any political thought in his or her head was reported. You may think that the endlessness of political comment today is new. Not at all. Page after page of the newspapers reported from every one of the country’s thirty constituencies and 153 seats.

What was it, that powerful interest in how we might govern ourselves? I’ve seen this country at ground level and I think I know, and it’s an inspiring story.

To begin with, a large percentage of the Parliament members now representing the people of the country had come from nothing. From less than nothing. Is there a word abjectitude—meaning a state of being permanently abject? If there isn’t, let’s make one: abjectitude.

Abjectitude in Ireland meant, not many generations ago, mud huts. Deep in fields, masked by mounds and hedgerows, people lived, raised families. They cut sods of turf from the ground and, the grass side turned out, built igloos for themselves. Inside—earth above them and earth below them, raw, brown soil, always damp and dank, always unhealthy.

On the level above these mud caves, some families lived in houses. But that’s all they did—“lived.” A wretched existence it was too; we had them in our village. In one family, the food, to use Mother’s word, “rotated”—that is to say, not everybody in the household ate every day of the week.

Clothing rotated too; when the children all stood within the age brackets that required them to go to school—from ages four to four-teen—not every child could emerge from the house every day, because such clothes as they had needed to circulate.

Dole. Social welfare. Child support. None of that existed or penetrated. The rural Ireland in which I grew up had permanent strata of poverty. If you looked you’d see it, the deep, wide band of gray-and-black grime just beneath the brighter surface of “normal” society. Except that there wasn’t a normal society. What’s “normal” when you have families who might eat a full meal on Friday or Sunday, or might it be Tuesday? With scraps in between.

They didn’t wash—no soap and no knowledge of how to wash. My father often told how, when Billy and Lily first came to the yard, Billy had to be shown how to wash his neck; he had never done so. When she saw on Mother’s dressing table that other shapes, scents, and varieties of soap existed, Lily began to cry. Such soap as she had seen came in thick yellow bricks, and always smelt of damp newspaper.

Nor did they know anything about forms of clothing. For years Mother badgered my father to tell Billy about underwear. My father went carefully on the subject—he knew that Billy, when he grasped the concept and the hygiene it implied, would blush red as a radish for days, and not speak to anybody, and swear even more than he usually did. Once, late in her life, I asked Mother about Lily and hygiene.

“Don’t,” she said, so pained and anxious that I never raised the subject again; I was interested from a folklore point of view.

As to behavior—my father had to slow down or otherwise make intelligible many of the workmen from around and about the place who came to our yard, especially the migrants. And now, in my roundabout way, we’ve come to the word spalpeen.

In those days we still had a spalpeen system. From early childhood, the spalpeens fascinated me and also wrenched at my heart; I knew even then that they warranted deep compassion, if not outright pity.

They were migrant workers, wandering the countryside, especially at the heights of farming seasons, looking for work. Haymaking, grain threshing, picking apples in County Armagh, harvesting potatoes in the big market gardens near the cities—they drifted on and on, often returning to the same farmer year in year out, a place where they’d been treated well before.

Many of them had families—somewhere, anywhere, and I remember trying to ask them about their children, and getting sparse replies not much above the grunt level. My father could translate; he took them slowly, as he did the local men, and he often said to Mother that he hoped, when they went back to their homes, they would pass on to their children the slower, clearer methods of speech he had tried to impress upon them. Some of them, native Gaelic speakers, spoke poor English.

I remember one spalpeen, though, who spoke clearly and rather beautifully. He came from Mayo, a county of great and longstanding poverty, but he seemed not to have a western accent, nor indeed any notable speech influence. I’ll call him “Tom”—a man older than my father, or so I thought. Many years later, to my astonishment, I discovered that Tom, when he first came to our house, was no more than twenty-five years old; he looked fifty.

Over Tom hung a cloud of great sadness. His eyes seemed moist all the time; he had a sonorous tone, tending to the somber. Every year Tom left home at the spring season and came down to the south or went east from Mayo, drifting from farm to farm, doing without food if he hadn’t found work, sleeping in ditches if he hadn’t found lodging—and I know that cold spring wind, I’ve mentioned it before: Ireland’s whipping scirocco.

Every year too, for many years, he left a pregnant wife behind him in a house that was no more than a shed—I’ve seen it—a lean-to, with a corrugated steel roof. And every year when Tom returned, expecting to see a bonny pink infant, he found that his wife had miscarried again. Nine times she went to various stages along her term, nine times she failed to give birth.

On the tenth pregnancy she died, and when Tom went home they had buried her and her stillborn baby in a pauper’s grave. He then showed them the biscuit tin that he kept hidden in the wall of his cottage for a decent burial for his wife, should they ever have needed one, and he’d never told his wife it was there in case she got upset.

Here’s the point about all this and that 1932 election: The previous government had undoubtedly an elite clique at its head, merchants and city men, who came from comfortable lives. Now, and for the first time truly, these people from the mud huts of the past, and the houses where food and clothing rotated—they had representatives. Many of the men who now spoke in Parliament, some still in the Irish language that had so long been criminalized—they knew the lot that they wished to improve.

They knew it because they came from it themselves. Poverty had burned into them. It had changed the pigment of the skin all over their bodies. Like fire victims it had scarred them forever, and they had sworn profound vows to change it in each and every way that they could.

Along the way, as is human nature, they would feather their own nests first. The sea beneath all the boats that rise on the tide of democracy is as full of filth and sludge as of clean water.

We saw Tom for only one year after his wife died. He never came back again. The spalpeens continued to appear in time for the haymaking in July, the grain in August. They didn’t know one another and we’d gain nothing by asking about Tom. We assumed that he’d taken a job somewhere or gone to England or the United States.

All of us agreed that he’d do well wherever he went. Another definition of the word spalpeen has connotations of roguery, slick and underhanded dealing, probably because, when they were on the road, the itinerant workers often stole out of sheer hunger. None of that ever touched Tom.

And so, a few days after the election, a photograph appeared in one of the newspapers of all Mr. de Valera’s new governing party, the seventy-two winning members, or “deputies.” In the third row, third person in from the left, stood “Tom”—I looked and looked, got a magnifying glass; there was no doubt. Later I verified it easily—because his maiden speech in Parliament addressed “The Problems of the Migrant Rural Worker.”

Isn’t it clear to you why I became a spalpeen? For all its intensity, my mourning was incomplete. I had none of what today they call “closure.” No corpse, no wake, no funeral, no grave—none of the essential comfortings of death. And I had three deaths to mourn: Venetia; our unborn child; and poor Mrs. Haas. Now I could visit every place where Venetia had performed, I could ask about her everywhere, and ask everybody I met whether they had ever seen her.

I had a photograph of her; I’d taken it from the house. How it stayed in one piece God only knows. I showed it in the four corners of the country. To my delight—short-lived but no less real—some people said, “Oh, yeh, I remember her.”

They spoke of the show, and how they loved it and laughed about Blarney. In halls of all kinds, in shanties and shebeens, in castles, cabins, and cottages, wherever I worked, wherever I heaved a forkful of hay, or milked a cow, or shod a pony, I brandished this picture. It also kept me close to her—some might say too close.

Nobody had ever seen her since. There must have been times when I seemed demented, a wild-haired young man with a photograph of his missing wife. They all said the same: “What about the police?”

And I’d shake my head and say, “They never found her body.”

I went everywhere in Ireland. The years I spent on the road, the years of draining the grief from my system, I worked for gentlemen and bullies, I worked for widows and women of means, I worked farms that had two hundred acres owned by farmers who wouldn’t work them.

The frost in the mornings bit my hands and my ears. The rain in the day stung my face and my neck. I built a hay shed in County Monaghan, I repaired a mowing machine in Kildare, I herded sheep on the coldest headland in County Mayo, and I’ll never do that again.

But I know how to do it, and I know how to get a horse to calm down when she’s foaling, and a sheep to go easy when she’s lambing. And I can teach a child to milk a cow, to squeeze and pull at the same time and never too hard because the cows don’t like it.

What a time it was, wonderful in many ways and lonesome in most. It also contained atonement—for the sins I had committed, of blackmail, harassment, and that time I ran away from Mother, and the brawl with my father. And losing my wife and child.

I should have atoned. After all, I had cause. And so I atoned. On every freezing hill, in every damp bed above a barn, under the voice of every abusing farmer, lashed by the tongue of every harsh farm wife—I atoned. In the process I tried and tried to grant James Clare the favor he asked, to keep my promise. It did not go well.

And then one day, when it finally got too lonesome and I was very, very tired, and I had taken myself down as low as I needed, where I touched the base of my grief, I went home to my parents.
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Perhaps you’ve been thinking me callous—that I haven’t mentioned them, or talked about seeing them. I often wrote to them; I wrote to them when I was at Miss Fay’s, explaining that I wasn’t feeling well. Miss Fay had also written to Mother, of whom, as I’ve said, she was particularly fond. My parents knew what had happened; my father read the newspapers; he put two and two together.

If anything, they’d grown closer. He deferred to her more, Mother touched him oftener. No outward appearance could have given the slightest hint of the drama that had gone on here previously, the Catastrophe. The farm throve and Billy Moloney had grown larger.

When I walked in, he was working in the yard.

“Hah! The big flockin’ man himself! How’re they hangin’, Big Ben?”—a good job Mother didn’t overhear that little squib.

Had it happened, had it all really happened? It had. That first night at dinner—Mother insisted on the dining room—they spoke of it.

“It was all a deep plan, wasn’t it?” and “Such an old crook.” It was from my parents I learned that Professor Fay had taken a job at a college in Scotland.

“I hope never to meet him,” I said.

They marveled at my appearance—windblown, sunburnt, and much, much older-looking than when they had seen me last. As Mother said, “You actually have lines on your face.”

“Without you,” said my father, “we probably wouldn’t be alive today. We’d have died.”

I said, “It was my job. And I wouldn’t have known that but for Mother.”

In different ways, and at separate times, each asked me, “How are you, Ben? Are you all right?”—meaning, We know what happened and how on earth are you managing?

My father said, “Jesus God, she was wonderful, wasn’t she? And her mother. And that bloody old crook is still alive.”

“Where is he?”

He laughed. “Would-would-would you believe it? He bought land a few miles from here. Paid for it this time. You should go to see him. Rattle him up a bit.”

“What’s Sarah really like?” I asked him. “Is she as bad as her father?”

“In-in-in his thrall,” said my father. “Did I ever tell you I saw her once, long before you were born? She was with John M. Synge. They were walking in Dublin. He’d have made some play out of all this, wouldn’t he?”

And Mother and I—at another moment we sat on the window seat, looking out on the huge beech. Never had I seen the branches so naked, so gaunt; at the last moment of autumn, the gales had come in and done their annual work of stripping the leaves and sending them down to fertilize the earth. I made some remark about the tree’s fingers, and its very bareness, and its age.

Mother, not looking at me, said, “The things you know, Ben, don’t you? And you knew them so young.”

James’s story began to echo. There was a man one time and he knew many things. He knew how to grow beautiful ears of wheat and when to take the new potatoes out of the ground.

I tried to kill the echo; it persisted.

He knew when a horse was ready to be taught how to jump a ditch, and he knew when to bring his dairy cows in for the winter. He knew how to take care of his family, for he had a wife …

Excusing myself, I rose and walked away. I was that man. Or, I could have been. Had I still a wife.
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In due course James Clare pulled strings and made me his assistant. Such a wing as he took me under. When James retired, his poor respiration finally immobilizing him, I took over and became a folklore collector in my own right, permanent and pensionable, paid by the government. In my travels I had to come back often to Dublin, where, as you know, I met Sarah many times. I went to see her perform at the Abbey, and visited her dressing room between afternoon and evening performances. Or, as I told you earlier, I went to have tea at her house, where I had many interviews that included her husband, Mr. Anderson.

I also did as my father suggested—I went to see King Kelly too. At my first visit, he nearly fell down his stairs when he saw me in his doorway. Thereafter, I saw him more times than I would have liked. I listened to his stories, as I listened to Sarah’s. And as I’ve indicated, I also tracked down the members of the company, and I’ve talked to them—some of them many times.

It took a major effort of will to see Sarah. In truth, it happened partly by accident—a gift, a free ticket to Synge’s play Riders to the Sea, at the Abbey, where Sarah reprised her famous role of Maurya. One of my reports had included stories from the aged daughter of the woman on whom Synge had based the story, the woman who had lost her husband and all her sons to the ocean.

I have to say that Sarah took my breath away. The newspapers had been reporting her “magnificence,” her “stupendous performance.” When she uttered the famous line “They’re all gone now and there isn’t anything more the sea can do to me,” I thought that the audience would break out into a wail. I certainly wailed, inside me. Was I looking at Venetia?

I didn’t know how—or whether—Sarah would receive me. But I should have known—Sarah “Incorrigible” Kelly, serene as linen, posed by her mirror, one hand on the rail of her gilt chair.

“Ben! My beautiful boy—no, not boy anymore—my beautiful man. Look at you!”

At first we talked more easily than I’d expected. Does it say something poor about my character that I liked her so much? Not only did we talk, we made arrangements for lunch. But—she controlled me. Again.

“God, I miss Venetia,” I blurted.

She burst into a weeping so powerful that I had no recourse. Waving a hand, deep in her grief, she gestured for me to go. As I stood, and her sobs came under control, she began her deflections—come to the house, you must meet Mr. Anderson, and so on. It took some months before I found the courage.

We sat in the garden; it was the first time I visited her house, and the first time I met Mr. Anderson.

“Sarah,” I said. A child would have known that I was desperate. “What happened to Venetia?”

Again, she burst into tears and Mr. Anderson asked me to leave, and please not come back if I meant to upset his wife.

I didn’t, not for months—but when I did, we had an amiable conversation, all three of us, about the Waldorf-Astoria and the New York stage and all of that.

And then I heard, as I was leaving, what I thought was a noise of scratching.

I stalked the place—and two days later I ambushed Mrs. Haas when she was shopping. She nearly died of fright; we had to hide down a lane lest she be seen. How she had aged—almost unrecognizably. She told me as much as she knew. We met again and again.

“Her father, Mr. Kelly—he sent Sarah, the mother, the cable—‘Come back. Urgent.’ She come back and they had the big conference. And my Wenetia, she scream and scream and I’m told to go avay and not to listen at the door. But I heard. The mother, Sarah, she told Wenetia, You must go, or they kill Ben.”

“What?!”

“Ben, do not tell that you’ve met me, not even to say that you know Wenetia is alive.”

“Where is she? Where is she?”

“I do not know. Sarah, the mother, she goes away somevhere, tvice a year.”

“Is there a child?”

“They tell me nothing, Ben.”

“Do you think they meant to kill me?”

“Ja. The gunman in the kitchen, the old Mr. Kelly’s attitude. Ja, they vould kill you. Think. He, the old man—the lake, Gur, his young vife, all that.”

“You know about that?”

“I tell Wenetia. The shop man—he bought eggs from Mr. Nagle’s daughter. Wenetia tell Blarney. Poor Blarney.”

King Kelly promised Venetia that if she went away for a while they wouldn’t harm me—which he and Cody meant to do. Then they found that they daren’t—on account of the police investigation. With the dragging of the lake and all that, I was prominently linked in police thinking to King Kelly and it would have looked too obvious. Some months later, Sarah told Venetia that I was dead, killed in an accident.

“Ben, is the vord—implore? I implore you. Do not tell you met me.”

“Can I find Venetia?”

At our last meeting, Mrs. Haas ran away, and I didn’t stop her. Couldn’t. I didn’t want to endanger her. I didn’t want anyone hurt on my behalf ever again.

The members of the company had limits to what they knew—or know—but they confirmed sufficient details for me. Their best information had to do with the closing of the show.

“That bloke Cody,” said neckless Graham. “He was at the root of it. Money, I’d say. But he did tell us the jig was up. We didn’t know what the jig was.”

Martha said, “I don’t believe them. I think they killed her. They’re only telling you she’s alive so’s you won’t go looking for a body again. ’Cause if you find one—well, they’re murderers, aren’t they?”

Peter wept. “My poor Venetia, my light, my shining angel.”

I believe that Venetia is alive—or was taken away alive. In time, King Kelly more or less told me so; that’s why I went to see him so often, because I suspected that he’d relish the opportunity to torture me. And I believed that Sarah confirmed it—Sarah, turning her figure this way and that, with alluring smiles; and Mr. Anderson, wintry Mr. Anderson, in his black suit and his shirt of unreal white, smiling his thin smile at her. They held me captive, and still do.

It’s a simple story. King Kelly wanted land, but for very little money. He’d worked the mortgage stunt once or twice; he’d learned it in Montana on the land rushes—and he was always looking for vulnerable targets, widows, innocent people, those in distress.

Afraid to risk his political future, he wanted nonetheless to own someplace near his future (as he hoped) parliamentary constituency. Professor Fay shared the same Fascist persuasion—let’s call it what it was, Fascism, aimed at right-wing dictatorship—and they’d met at a political gathering in Dublin.

Fascists destabilize—that’s what they do, in order to gain power. When my father showed such an interest in Venetia, King Kelly tracked his identity, and found that Professor Fay knew him. They began an elaborate scheme of further destabilization. I was, to them, collateral damage.

Strange how pieces fall into place.

“Look at you,” said King Kelly to me more than once, “look at you.”

“Look at you,” said Sarah, when I went to see her in her dressing room. And she said it the next time too. By now, she knew that I suspected the truth of things. “Look at you,” she said again.

I thought, Where have I heard those words before?

In her mirror I saw something behind me and I turned around—a Kinsale cloak hung on the wall. By now I was challenging her openly.

She laughed and said, “It was foolish, it was stupid, but you have to admit—it was imaginative.”

“But it harmed me,” I said. “And it harmed your daughter.”

I went back to see King Kelly.

“I believe that I know the whole story.”

“Have you any land to sell?”

“Where is she?”

“You’ll never find out.”

“But—she is alive?”

“Go away. And stay away.”

I never did. Bit by bit, he told me more. Cody took Venetia away. The person who had seen Mrs. Haas on the docks at Cork—he had indeed seen her; she had put Venetia on the tender that took passengers out to ocean liners.

Bit by bit, I went back to Sarah too, and I added questions.

“Was a child born?”

Behind Sarah’s chair, Mrs. Haas nodded furiously. Sarah wept, and Mr. Anderson said, “I think we should close this conversation.”
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My parents retired from farming in their late seventies. Few farmers took retirement, but I had no wish to take over. They fetched an excellent price, bought a house nearby with a spare bedroom, and when I wasn’t staying there, Miss Fay was—or so it often seemed. James Clare had taken to “living in Dora’s house,” as he put it—essentially they lived together. And I had the wonderful good fortune to see each of those four people safely into their next worlds.

The men went first, led by James. He couldn’t speak at the end, he so lacked breath. In his last weeks he wrote me little notes, in his small, neat hand, telling me where all his researches lay, his address books, his sources. I inherited all his papers, and, as I say, his position. In the end he stopped breathing, almost as a decision, and he left his life in the way he had occupied it—with grace, still inquisitive, and a thoughtful look on his face.

My father got a stroke, lived four days—long enough for me to get home—and got another stroke, which took him. Before he died, the side of his face had dropped; he could speak with difficulty.

“I’m all to one side,” he said, “like the village”—a taunt hurled at our native heath by rival villagers. He died with Mother sitting on one side of the bed and me on the other.

She said later, “I think he looked at you more than at me.”

“No, Mother, he didn’t.”

She herself didn’t want, she said, “to make old bones.” I’ve always believed that she chose when to die—on what would have been my father’s eighty-fifth birthday. She went suddenly and without a word, clasping my hand as she sat up in bed to take a cup of tea from me.

And Miss Fay—cancer: a long, slow time.

“The dreadful thing is,” she said, “I enjoyed every little gasper”—her name for cigarettes.

These, my four parents, for all their faults and failings, garnished their lives so well that they afforded me the opportunity to be with them at the end. As you can see, we may be barbarous over in this part of the world, but we are caring people too.

I’m done now; the story as it stands is over, with all people reckoned for; Billy and Lily are still alive—they’re not much older than me. Sarah Kelly died in a Florida hospital; the Irish newspapers carried long obituaries. I don’t know what became of Mr. Anderson and I don’t much care—he colluded. Mrs. Haas died in a fall—or was she pushed? I’ve never known, and all I hope is that I didn’t contribute in some way to what happened.

And so, I’m left with only one person—the person for whom I wrote this account, the person I’ve been addressing all the way through—the “you” to whom I’ve been writing this very long letter.

Who are you? Are you a boy? A girl? Are there two of you, twins? In those days we had no means of knowing in advance.

I’ve tried every means I can think of to search for you. Not willing to afford a private detective to follow Sarah onto an ocean liner, I have found the trails necessarily short. (In essence, I want to keep the money that I have for you.)

I mean to go on searching. This narrative will poke out between the bars of my cage and somebody will read it, somebody who knows you—maybe you will read it yourself.

If you do, come to find me, in the care of the Irish Folklore Commission, or ask for me at almost any house in the Irish countryside; they all know me.

Also know this, my son or daughter—although I have never met you, I can say without fear of being contradicted that you were born of something special. Few women have been loved as your mother was—fewer still by a father and son. My father may have done something unsteady and foolish, but he did it with a heart full of admiration for a most remarkable woman.

And if she’s still with us (I tremble in the hope that she might be), and she reads this document, then she’ll know that everybody in all of this is long forgiven—forgiven everything. I have largely forgiven myself too, and that has taken some doing.

Where are you, anyway? Under what kind of sky do you walk? What voice do you have? Is it a bell like your mother’s? Or something of a flat drum, like mine? Are you a brittle flower? Your mother had a broken petal or two—and therefore was all the more loved. I’m certain that you must be tall, like your parents.

If you find this, you’ll now know the story of your own life before your life began. In other words, you’ll have your very own legend. Not many of us have that; as James Clare taught me, we must often look to other stories in order to tell our own. But not you.
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