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Author’s Note

The classical mythologies had conspicuous purpose—to teach us how to live. Not only that, it was to their design that we built the drama that entertains us on film, on the page, on the stage. Action, betrayal, murder, romance, politics—the gods had it all. Every archetypal figure known to us—for good or bad—had a legendary beginning: the sage, the hero, the villain, the virgin. Every plot that stirs our blood, whatever its technological sophistication or contemporary reference, can first be found in the antics of Zeus and all who sprang from his forehead (or elsewhere), or the deities of China, India, Indonesia, Peru, Scandinavia—gods put their feet everywhere. Every fictional ingredient that we relish today was first savored at the feet of those mythic figures—heroism and cowardice, deed and retribution, revenge, obsession, passion, unrequited love, gain, loss, remorse, grief, redemption. Mythology was a bible ever before there was a Bible.

The Irish own an especially rich seam of mythic literature. If its themes consist in common humanity, it has a personality like no other. Warriors, naturally, play leading roles, as do impressive women, jilted lovers and wise men. Beautiful apparel features, and exquisite jewelry, and gorgeous horses, and food, and bards, and evil magicians—but to find where Irish legends differ from other mythologies, look for ambiguity, and a capacity to feel conflicting passions with equal force.

And the Irish keep regenerating their mythology. In the middle of the twentieth century, as though to keep the warrior forces of their legends rolling onward, revolution broke out again, twenty years after most of the island believed that ancient matters with England had been somewhat resolved. The Partition, if not a wholly satisfactory result to many, had at least proved workable. Some gods, it seems, thought otherwise. And when matters turned bloody, the Irish saw, once again, the greatest and subtlest of all mythology’s ingredients—irony.



PART ONE
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The Living Legend
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He comes back to my mind when I smell wood smoke. We had a clear and crisp October that year, and a simple white plume of smoke rose through the trees from his fairy-tale chimney. The long, quiet lane ended at his gate. My nose wrinkled as I climbed out of the car. Applewood? Not sweet enough. Beech? Possibly, from the old mansion demesne across the road. Could it be elm? Twenty years later it would be, as the elms died everywhere.

A white fence protected his small yard and its long rectangles of grass. He had a yellow garden bench and rosebushes, pruned to austerity. Around the side of the house I counted one, two, three fruit trees. If, on a calendar, a tourist brochure, or a postcard, you saw such a scene, with the golden roof of thatched and smocked straw, a pleased smile would cross your mind.

Not a sound to be heard, not a dog nor a bird. My breathing went short and shallow, and I swallowed, trying to manage my anticipation. Somebody had polished the door knocker so brilliantly that my fingers smudged the gleaming brass.

They said that he was eighty. Maybe he was, but when he opened the door our eyes came exactly level, and I was six feet three and a half inches. He shook hands as though closing a deal, and I was so thrilled to meet him at long last that my mouth turned dry as paper.

“Do you know anything about houses like this?” he asked as he led me into the wide old kitchen.

I knew everything about the house, I knew everything about him—but I wanted to hear it in his words, his voice.

“It feels nicely old,” I ventured.

He laughed. “Hah! ‘Nicely old’—I’ll borrow that.” Then, with some care, he turned to survey me, inclined his head a little, and smiled at me as though I were his beloved son. “I’m very pleased to meet you at last.”

I said, “I’m more than pleased to meet you, sir.”

He waved a hand, taking in the wide fireplace, the rafters, the room.

“This was what they called a ‘strong farmer’s’ house. Now with ‘all the modern conveniences,’ as they say. I suppose you know what a strong farmer was?”

“Wasn’t it somebody who supported his family from what he produced on his farm?”

“The very man,” he said.

He showed me the walls—two feet thick: “They keep in the heat for the winter, and they keep out the heat of the summer—those boys knew how to build. And look, I can put wide things on the windowsills.” He lifted a great bowl of jade, glinting with dragons. “Feel the weight of that. I carried it all the way back from Ceylon in 1936.”

Looking up, he stretched an arm and patted a beam.

“Did you know that people used to hide weapons in their thatch?” He had a habit of nodding when he made a statement, as though agreeing with himself.

Such endearing pride: he drew my attention to everything—the floor of huge flagstones, shaped by a local stonemason; the handmade chairs from a neighboring carpenter, who had also built the long table dominating the middle of the room. He rubbed it with his hand. “In the original they’d have used a timber called white deal. I had to settle for pine.”

“When did you buy the place?” I asked.

“Twenty-eight years, two months, and four days ago. When I finally came in off the road.” He surveyed the walls. “There was only the shell here, it was burned out by the redcoats in 1848—there was that bit of a rebellion that year, and evictions everywhere. When I bought it you could still see the black streaks at the top of the walls where they’d burned out the straw on the roof.”

He gave me the tour—but let me cut this short and give you the essential fact. This man, regarded (and jealously guarded) by the Folklore Commission as the most powerful remaining storyteller in the country, and possibly in the world, had restored fully an old farmhouse of considerable proportions. The conservationists, while allowing for the modern plumbing and electricity, had applauded him. “An elegant and authentic reconstruction,” they’d said, “solid, proud, and wholeheartedly traditional.” And that’s what I mean by “the essential fact”: the house was the man, and the man was the house.

He stood with his back to the fire. “So I’m to be yours now, am I?” he said. “How’s James doing?”

“I believe he’s holding on.”

Mixed feelings were always going to leak into this visit. For years, my superior, my mentor, otherwise so good to me, had kept this man for himself, and I had not been allowed to visit him, write to him, have anything to do with him. But now my mentor had bequeathed him to me because he himself, the inimitable James Clare, lay silent and still in Dublin, his lungs closing down day by day to emphysema. That morning I had made a note in my journal: I think that James will die soon.

“He won’t hold on long,” said Mr. O’Neill—full name, John Jacob Farrell O’Neill. “What color do you think Death’s face will be when it comes for James?”

“Gray,” I said, without thinking, “It’ll be gray.” I knew that color. From the war.

“That’s what I think, too.” He nodded, and turned his head around to look into the fire. When he turned back he said, “Then you’ll be ready.”

My mind asked, Ready for what?

Even though I didn’t speak the question, he answered it.

“Ready for everything.”

He couldn’t have known what “everything” would come to mean—or could he?
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I wasn’t ready for anything—and in particular, not for the events of the next day, when I halted for a pub sandwich in the little town of Urlingford.

It was the siesta time, and raining. Nothing should have been happening, and nothing was. Using no energy, I eavesdropped on the silence around me, punctuated by snatches of idle conversation.

“They say she will.” This came out of the blue from an old coot at the bar, his nose hooked as Punch’s.

“I bet she won’t,” said his drinking companion.

“She told Midge Corcoran,” said the barman, “that all he wants to do is look at her.”

“God, then he’s paying dear for that,” said Punch, whose pal had wide-open nostrils like little gun barrels.

The pal said, “There’s fifty-two years between them.”

To which Ted, the fat and fatuous barman, said, “One for every week of the year.”

I knew these people well—not as individuals, but as a culture. Filthy old cords, worse boots, scant hygiene, no (you can bet on it) underwear. Every day of the week I saw men like them. Sitting at some bar everywhere, gossiping like knitters, stitching and bitching. Doing no work because there was no work, rarely a job that one could call a decent hire. Just sitting there talking. Talking, talking, talking. Or being silent. Silent in the hatred of their lives was what I’d always figured, until I realized that their emotions stood at zero. Their needles flickered only for sport or gossip.

In their faces I could see the blue veins of perdition, lines on a map of the country. That’s why I listened but kept my distance: I didn’t want to be infected with their ruin or catch their low-rent banality. Shallow as a saucer, they had no value to me in terms of what I collected.

Yet they caused some affect. For no reason that I could identify, I felt my chest tighten, and I heard the question in my mind: What’s making you anxious?

Ted the barman had a smarm to him, aiming to please everyone. In the past, before I’d mellowed down, I’d have needled him, picked a fight. The frosted glass panel beside me hadn’t been cleaned in a generation.

Most Irish pubs had a snug, a little room shuttered from the world, open only to the barman, where, typically, ladies were supposed to do their drinking because it was too indelicate for them to be seen in the public bar. Thus, I often found the snug a useful place to sit and listen.

My anxiety climbed. I fought a pricking of my thumbs and turned my ears inward. A frigid Saturday in late 1956, in my struggling, depressed native land.

Silence fell. We had a cough or two, a clink from a glass, a match being struck to light a cigarette. The rain no longer lashed the window. Weak sunlight spread a mild and yellow fire on the roofs of the houses across the street. With a clang of a latch rudely lifted, the pub’s front door burst open. Jimmy Bermingham flew in, landed, and came straight toward me. Thus began the most dreadful part of my life.
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Once upon a time, and it was a long time ago, when boys were boys, and girls were girls, and bears combed the fur on their coats, and the soldiers of the north carried spears of ice, and giant frogs who spoke in rhymes ruled our hemisphere, there lived a man who had a love as noble as the mountains, and as deep as the deep blue sea.

The story John Jacob Farrell O’Neill told me on that night of my first heady visit to him took so long that we didn’t part until three o’clock in the morning. With the comfort of the chair by the fireplace, and the logs he kept heaping on the broad orange flames, I felt so safe.

“What’s that you’re burning?” I asked.

“Believe it or not,” he said, “cherry. For the aroma. I had an old cherry tree out the back—I tried for years to save it, but it wanted to go. And do you know what? When they took it to the sawmill they found a musket ball in the heart of the wood.”

From the mantelpiece he took down a small white dish, in which, like a little iron eye, rested the old musket ball. We marveled together.

He cooked for me. From a pot hanging over the fire he produced an excellent meal of lamb stew, with onions and carrots and potatoes. He moved around his large kitchen with the agility of a girl. The silver watch chain on his vest caught the light from the fire.

His various tics interested me. I’ve mentioned the nodding, though he didn’t nod after everything he said, and soon it calmed down—perhaps it was a shyness response. Now and then he fiddled with his breast-pocket handkerchief, rebunching it. When listening to me (not that I spoke much), he pursed his lips into a small bow.

I looked at him, thinking, but not saying, I wonder if he has always cooked, if he never married? And he said, “I’ve always cooked. You can’t have a wife if you spend your life on the road—’twould be unfair to a woman. So I never married.”

Here’s a note I made that night: Such a practiced voice, educated by the universe, every word clear and warm. But—he’s an uncanny man. Don’t yet know how or why.

James Clare had said to me: It all comes together in this fellow. He’s the culmination.

This is what James meant: in his years and mine, traveling as collectors for the Irish Folklore Commission, James and I had heard all kinds of things: herbal cures, rambling ballads, family curses, jigs and reels played on fiddles and pipes, nonsense verse, riddles and recitations—and, above all, stories. Call them legends, call them fragments of mythology, call them, simply, “lore”; they had become my staple diet.

Some descended from family traditions—a handed-down account, say, of a row over an inheritance. (Such tales, a few generations old, customarily began with the droll comment “Where there’s a Will, there’s a lawsuit.”) Others, probably most of the stories I collected, came from the deep and ancient past, from prehistory.

Frequently they had fused, and I’d heard many contemporary versions of tales first scribed by holy men of the fifth, sixth, and seventh centuries. These clerics had been taught to write so that they could copy psalms and church doctrine, but they hadn’t been able to resist preserving the ancient stories they’d heard around their childhood firesides. (And perhaps they’d even invented a few.) Those epics became the basis of our literature in Ireland.

Most of the storytellers I’d visited hadn’t known or fussed over the provenance of their tales; they cared only for the telling. My man, though, had spent a lifetime drinking from all the fountains. He had, naturally, pored over the monkish volumes, but he had also heard many of his stories in the old ancestral way, in his own home.

Furthermore, he truly did have tales from everywhere: material picked up during his travels in Burma, or Peru, from old men in Australia, or anecdotes of local history told to him here and there across the world.

Most exciting of all to me, I had always heard that he was from a mold cast in Ireland before the Romans had an empire. Meaning that John Jacob Farrell O’Neill was a fireside storyteller in the “old style”—he narrated in the ancient way: his voice orotund, his words full of ornament and color. He was a true, performing descendant of the bards who had entertained kings and chieftains long before Christ was born.

For that, and all the other reasons I’ve listed, he was, indeed, “the culmination.”
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Children, you have asked for this final account of my life, and eagerly I give it to you. As you already know the terms of my Will—“I leave everything I possess to my beloved twins, Ben and Louise”—therefore we can, I suppose, call this a Last Testament. There’s no fear in me that I shan’t live long enough to finish it; I have more than enough energy.

In advance I ask your forgiveness for a somewhat jagged beginning to this, the final phase of my confessio. Yes, my tongue is in my cheek as I use that pompous old medieval term, but I think you’ll come to see why I chose it, and I think, I hope, you’ll also come to understand this early jaggedness you might feel; it is deliberate—because this is a sharp-edged and dark side of my life that I have to tell.

Already you know the essence of your father’s story, and that of Venetia, your dear mother, but there’s so much that you don’t know. For instance, John Jacob O’Neill: I placed him at the very beginning of this account. The reasons, as we go along, will become plain to you.

If you ask why I’ve never mentioned him in our conversations, I’ll confess the selfish truth. I feared that were I to share him—with anybody—I’d have dissipated his power over me. Even after my involvement with him had long ceased, I was afraid that I might lose the spirit of him in me, like those legends where the magic figure must disappear before dawn. And I was the mortal in that legend; in my middle years he put the final shape to my life.

There are other things I haven’t told you: the shadows that lay ahead of me, and the vile dealings and revelations; the fear, the awfulness of what I did, the loving strangers, the glorious light that also shone on me. In greater detail, I haven’t given you, for instance, a full account of Jimmy Bermingham, and his role in your sad and appalling bereavement.

Nor have I ever told you in true depth my own loneliness and desolation when, having first lost your mother, I walked the wet roads of Ireland, mistaken for a young tramp, laboring for any farmer who would hire me, or often without work and therefore with no bed for the night.

In those days, and many times since, I kept myself alive by self-interrogation. For example: How should I be kind? How does one grow kind? How might I learn to be loving and watchful? I asked such questions when I had nobody for whom to care, but always, I admit, with Venetia, your mother, in mind. Yet I also said to myself, You failed. She’s gone. You didn’t protect her. And I’d fight back from that melancholy fact with But one day, I believe it in my bones and my blood, one day we’ll be together again.

It didn’t matter how futile my hope. It didn’t matter whether she was dead or alive. It didn’t matter, even after I’d met her again, that she had married another and was raising the two of you with him. The life-giving hope endured; the dream lived on.

Every day, imagining a great moment when she and I would once again belong to each other, I planned all sorts of caring things. I invented promises and anticipated the time when I could put them into practice. Those thoughts—they warmed me, I wrote them down, and I could always hear them, even above the never-ending drums of accusation.

I can hear them still. For our winter fireplaces I will have a woodpile. And a workbench for fixing things. I will be impeccable in my hygiene and my manners. You will never see me looking as decrepit as I do now. I promise to shave every day. I will never leave the house with unpolished shoes. And never, never will I go out without telling you where I’m going. I will be so kind to you, tender beyond your most romantic dreams.

How I will spoil you. Buy you things. Make you laugh, and never make you cry, unless through the telling of a touching story. I will come home to you with news of the outside world, and the strange things I hear in my daily work, and I will watch your eyes widen in wonder and delight and awe as I tell you. I will love you for being my finest audience, and for the talk we shall have, and the thoughts we shall share.

There the fantasy ended and the bitter reality took over, because I had long known what I wanted and had never had the courage to do anything about it. Here’s the colder fact: I stood back from it. A coward. In depth. Constantly ashamed. And rightly so. For many reasons.
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First impressions of Jimmy Bermingham: thin like a dancer; quicksilver flicks and twitches; seedy hint of the gambler. A long time after these blood-spattered upheavals, a friend of his said to me, “Do you remember the clothes he wore?”

I do indeed—and the guns he carried.

He had a camel coat on him that day, draped across his shoulders like a cloak, brown velvet tabs on his collar, and a pink shirt and a pink striped tie. Pink? In the Irish countryside?

Jimmy Bermingham looked me up and down. Can you believe—can I myself believe it?—that this man would lead me around my own country by the nose? He was twenty-eight then, fourteen years younger than me, in his shiny black shoes, socks with clocks on them like a bandleader, and the sultry dark eyes of Marlon Brando.

He sat down on my bench and drew the skirts of the camel coat loosely about him, like a young emperor arranging his cloak. “Now, Captain? I’m Jimmy Bermingham.” He offered a hand, slim, quick, and cold as a fish. “And I know who you are. Ben MacCarthy. By God, I do, and I have a ton of respect for you.”

Surprising? Not entirely. I had traveled around this island; many people knew me, and many more had heard of me.

“Captain, you collect stories.” (He was often going to call me “Captain,” regardless of my never having fired a shot. At least not a shot that I’d ever tell him about.) “D’you want to hear a real good one? Actually, I suppose it’s more of a joke, really.”

“Jokes can be stories,” I said, in a soothing, hushing tone, “and I’m always in the market for a good joke.”

He leaned back. His hands had been manicured, something I had never seen in an Irishman at that time (except doctors). I had met a German officer during the war who had also had impeccable fingernails, but back then in rural Ireland, daily soap and water still challenged some folk.

Jimmy Bermingham squared his shoulders and prepared for his little performance.

“There was a man up in Galway one night, and he was just getting ready for bed when a knock comes to the door. He goes back downstairs muttering, Who the blazes is this at this hour of the night?, and when he opens the door there’s a snail on the doorstep. A big snail, nice shiny shell, and the little gray, greasy horns sticking up. And the snail says to the man, ‘Good evening to you, sir. I’m sorry to disturb you, but could I interest you in buying a set of encyclopedias?’

“Well, Jesus God, the man is only livid and he still has his boots on, and he kicks the snail off the doorstep. Big strong kick. Snail goes sailing through the air, hits the far ditch. And the man closes the door, and he goes back up the stairs, and goes to sleep.

“Two years later, two years nearly to the day, the man is getting ready for bed again, and again the knock comes to the door. So he goes downstairs, and he opens the door, and who’s there only the snail, on the doorstep again, big shiny shell on him, little sticky-up, greasy-gray horns, and the snail looks up at the man and says, ‘What the hell was that for?’ ”

I laughed and laughed, so much that I had a coughing fit, and then I laughed some more. Jimmy Bermingham looked as pleased as a child. In his three-piece chalk-striped suit and his pinks, he seemed somewhere between an executive, a young con man, and a doubtful bookie.

“That’s my test of people,” he said. “Most of ’em don’t laugh because they don’t get the bit about how it took the snail two years to get back up on the doorstep. But they’re buck stupid. What are you drinking, Captain?”

I said, “I’ve had enough for today.”

He said, “In that case, I’ll only have lemonade.” He stood and called to the barman, “Ted! Lemonade for the cripple in here.”

When he sat down beside me again, he said, “Now, tell me about your name. I’ve a great interest in what we have to call people.”

He savored each detail, interrupting me as I told him.

“Ben? That’s a nice name. Is it ‘Benedict’ or ‘Benjamin’? No, not Benjamin, I’d say, there’s not that many Jews down around here, is there? So it has to be Benedict.” Then he said, “But MacCarthy, though? Ah, God. Great old name, great old Irish tribal name. Decent people, the MacCarthys. What does ‘MacCarthy’ mean if you translate it from Irish?”

I told him, “It means ‘beloved’ ” (I’ve always enjoyed saying that), and he clapped his hands in delight.

“Great! And are you beloved yourself, Captain Ben?”

I said, “That’s a long story.”
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In every family there’s the shrub under the oak, the one who gets overshadowed. Here’s what I mean. How do you carve out a champion’s place in your own life if your brother is the most daring hunter, the most fearless warrior, and the most eloquent lover since the day the plates of the earth parted and Ireland rose to the surface of the sea, already green and beautiful, with sheep dotted like white mice on the faraway hillsides and birds singing long, melodious songs in the trees? Did you know that there are certain birds that fly just for their own delight? They whirl about the air above us in their slow and flitting dances of mystery.

John Jacob O’Neill’s pipe glowed, his hands lay folded across his tweed vest with its watch chain. The flames leaped to a steady height. My cheeks grew warm. For reasons of length, I can’t reproduce here the entire tale he told me that night; it lasted six hours. I hope, though, to give you the main thrust of that legend, and at the same time convey some idea of John Jacob O’Neill’s power and narrative glamour.

Well, in my story of the man whose love was as fathomless as the deep blue sea, with all her silver shoals and floating tendrils, the overshadowed fellow has the name Malachi, or Mal MacCool. He was the younger and only sibling of the mighty Finn MacCool, the greatest man who ever lived, Finn MacCool, a fellow so egregious and remarkable that from the time he was eight years old the gods had been eyeing him as a recruit. Do you know what the word “egregious” comes from? It comes from “grex, gregis,” the Latin word for “flock,” and “e” or “ex,” meaning “outside of.”

So, in the MacCool family, Malachi became the one who stayed at home and worked the farm. He was the boy who gave his parents their dutiful due and made their sun rise every morning. Unlike his famous brother, Malachi was a shy fellow, grateful for the long, shiny eyelashes that birth had given him, because they helped him to keep his gaze downcast. They had named him perfectly—“Malachi” is an old word meaning “the messenger of the gods.”

He had his own gifts, though. Many a time his bare white hand swooped down and scooped a pink-and-silver salmon from a fast-flowing torrent. His slingshot became an object of muttering and fear among the bad and the mad. His smile, they said, could melt the ice from the mountain streams when spring was overdue.

And Mal had his own talents as a warrior. When rapscallion neighbors tried to steal fields from him, he turned into a reluctant though nonetheless rousing fighter. He didn’t want to go to war, but when he did, bravery became his signature, fearlessness his stamp, and valor his seal, and he grew famous throughout the land. For seven long years he waged the fight for his green fields, and when the war ended he went back to his farm and his parents.

When they passed away, Mal stood alone. Some men weaken under the pressures of solitude, some prosper; it’s a matter of character. Mal strode the land, burgeoning in his spirit, a gentleman respected and admired. He built a great house, and he modeled it on the mansions you see in the morning when you look up at the cities and towns in the clouds above your head. The clouds, after all, were the first castles in the air.

Mal’s house had colonnades and architraves and clerestories and cloisters. So marbled did he make it, and so brightly did it gleam, that people came from far away to see it. And they also hoped to catch a glimpse of this fine and famous man, so handsome, so tall—in his robes, with his neat, trimmed beard and his big jeweled bracelet and his great rings—in this mansion fit for the gods. They went away swooning with wonder.

Among those who came to view were the women of the world. “But look,” they said, “he’s all alone in that big house, and he has no wife, he hasn’t chick nor child.”

Such a vacuum gives offense to every woman. Mal might have been a mighty landowner, with rolling acres and woodlands barbered like a bishop’s jowls, and he might have been as handsome and as rich as the man who owns the sun, but he was all alone.

He would dearly have liked to marry—but a chap who has been on the battlefield gets to know himself very well, and Mal knew that he had not yet seen the woman who would take possession of his heart and hold it in her soul.

And then one day, a day of sun and roses, a mercenary blacksmith came by with his beautiful daughter, Emer.
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How should I describe the inside of my mind the next day? It rang with the music of John Jacob’s voice, it lit up with the brilliance of his word-pictures, it thrilled to the antiquity of his tale, first noted down, perhaps, in some long-ruined, limestone abbey, Mellifont, Durrow, Clonmacnoise.

Yet there I was, sitting in a pub, a lower world, and thus robbing myself of the previous night’s elevation. On a damp and slovenly day I had subscribed to a cliché: I had allowed myself to be drawn into a classic Irish conversation, random talk, half an inch deep, about everything and nothing, where strangers exchange snatches of knowledge and gossip and faux intimacy.

So I told Jimmy Bermingham about Venetia. Because he asked. He said, “Listen, you can’t say to a man, ‘That’s a long story’ and then not tell it.”

How many times had I told it? In love when I was eighteen with a beautiful actress named Venetia Kelly. Whom I married on a ship in Galway Bay, when she wore flowers in her hair on a day of bliss. Stolen from me by her ruthless, murderous family. I searched high up and low down for her. Long thought her dead. Murdered. I dug woods and mountainsides looking for her grave.

And then I found her again. Met her many years after, on a beach in Florida. She’d had twins by me, Ben and Louise, one named after me, one after my mother. I walked away. Away from Venetia. Couldn’t handle it. Away, therefore, from my children, too. And thus I’d never met them, never even seen them. That’s the story I told him. A true story.

“Never even seen them?” he echoed. “Jesus, that’s bad. How old are they?”

“Their mother is back in Ireland now.”

He twisted toward me on the bench. “Where is she?”

“They’re in their twenties. Not small children anymore. Born 1933.”

“Ah, shag it, Captain, go look for her,” said Jimmy Bermingham. “Go on. I’ll come with you. Moral support.”

Since that day I’ve shunned “moral support” with all my strength.

I said to him, “There’s a show going around—Gentleman Jack and His Friend.”

“Oh, yeh, I saw posters on a lamppost somewhere. Catchy name.”

“Jack Stirling is his real name,” I said. “She’s with him now.”

“So is she the ‘friend’?”

I hope you never know pain such as the anguish I encountered because of Gentleman Jack. And I don’t mean mere jealousy.

“Yes,” I sighed. “She’s the friend, all right.”

Jimmy Bermingham said, “I’ll kill him for you if you like. And nobody’d know.”

Next, in this newfound ersatz profundity, Jimmy Bermingham told me about his own deep and abiding love.

“My pet name for her is ‘Dirty’ Marian,” he said.

“Well, that’s some term of endearment,” I remarked. He ignored it.

“Wait till you meet her, Captain—you’ll see what I mean. But, God, she keeps me at a distance. She’s as haughty as a cat.”

“Is that because you call her ‘Dirty’ Marian?”

He said, “What chance has a fellow but to fight back?”

Now the asteroids began to crash.

First, a girl walked in. We’d kept our snug door wide open, so Jimmy and I retained a full view of the pub’s general space. The girl, pretty as a rosebush, glanced all around.

Hmm. She’s hunted-looking. Searching for somebody? But hoping not to find them?

We all stared at her tight red sweater.

Whatever she sought, she didn’t find it, and she bit her lip. She stood back against the closed door, her hands behind her back. As adrift as a loose boat, she began to cry. She dragged a toe back and forth, drawing marks on the sawdust floor.

This is wrong. There’s something bad here. Is this why I’ve been feeling anxious, this damned prescience again? And last night’s names are bells in my head: Malachi MacCool, Finn MacCool, the beautiful girl’s name, Emer …

Beside me, I felt my new friend freeze. Through the door of the snug she saw Jimmy, too—insofar as she saw anybody. As quickly as she’d arrived she wanted to go, and she reached for the front door’s latch.

Jimmy called out. “Come over here and talk to us.”

She shook her head. “I can’t. Honest.”

“Of course you can.” This, as I would learn, was Jimmy’s response to every difficulty. He stood up. “This is my great friend Ben,” he said, as though we’d trekked the Himalayas together. “What’s your name?”

The girl hesitated. I thought, She’s between heaven and hell—and I figured it more accurately than I yet knew.

Looking all around the bar, she took a half step forward.

“He’ll kill me this time—he’ll kill me stone dead.”

Jimmy said, “Well, I’d better do something,” then whispered to me, “Isn’t she a trigger, Captain?”

I stood and thrust an arm across him. “I’ll do it.”

In two strides I was with her.

“They’re following me,” she whispered from a chalk-white face.

I opened the pub door and pointed.

“See that car over there? That’s mine. Go and sit in it.”

“No. They’re here in the town. They’ll see me.”

I insisted: “Keep your head low. I’ll be out in a few minutes. You’ll be fine.”

“Come with me.”

“No, they’ll notice two people. Run.”

I watched until she had opened the car door, clambered in, and ducked down.

Said the barman, ponderous as an ox, “Her name is Elma. Elma Sloane. She’s twenty.” He slavered a little and repeated her name. “Yep. Elma Sloane.”

Jimmy said, “She looked terrified.”

We sat down again. The barman closed the snug door, and we didn’t stop him. But the door ended four feet from the floor, and minutes later, looking under it, we saw the boots.

Three pairs. They tramped in, heavy with menace, and stood. Big boots, brown-gray dirt on them. Boots that could kick a man to death. Two of them were outfitted with gaiters, the cut-off tops of Wellingtons sheathing the leg from knee to ankle. The third pair of boots shone with polish and rain.

Hook-nosed Punch, and his old-coot pal, and Ted the barman—they all fell silent. Then Ted said, “Hallo there, lads. Damp class of a day, huh? Whatchyou havin’?”

The boots stood side by side, a tiny, powerful regiment. Not a shift. Not a move. And no answer. We raised our eyebrows: What do you think of this, eh? How the boots hadn’t seen Elma Sloane cross the street to my car, I just don’t know. Jimmy Bermingham hunched his shoulders and half-sniggered.

How long did they stand there? A minute? Longer? I can’t say. The door of the snug crashed open, a Neanderthal face looked in, as fierce and tangled as a briar bush, retreated from its glimpse of us, and closed the door again. They left. And closed the door behind them.
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Malachi MacCool took one look at the girl and reeled back like a man kicked in the chest by a stallion. He had seen his heart’s desire. Twice he had to look at her, because the first time a flash of forked lightning came down from the sky, got under his long, shiny eyelashes, and blinded him for a moment.

But when he opened his eyes, the girl hadn’t gone away. Emer was her name, and she stood there like a pillar of the gentle light you see on a summer dawn. She was as sweet as cane sugar, thoughtful and serene, and yet playful, and of a fond nature.

Mal couldn’t speak, except in his head, where he kept saying, “Oh.” At last he took the girl’s hand and welcomed her. She wore a green gown down to her ankles, the neck of it bound in gold embroidered braid. She had fingers as long and white as the lilies of the field. She was so lovely that Mal’s heart tumbled like an acrobat inside his broad chest, and he smiled that innocent smile of eternal love that men smile only once in their lives. If they’re fortunate.

Now and then John Jacob paused, carried on some business with his pipe, or gazed into the fire, his demeanor as peaceful as a child’s. He had the countryman’s face, his cheeks red as a pippin apple. Earlier he had put a match to the wick of an old oil lamp at the far end of the kitchen, and when he turned off the electric lights, we had only the lamp’s yellow glow and the red power of the fire.

The blacksmith, looking on, believed that it would take very little work to secure this lucrative bridegroom. Knowing that the appetite increases when it is denied, he whisked his daughter away, taking their leave with courtesy. And no sooner were they up on their cart than the blacksmith, as gleeful as a songbird, said to his daughter, “There’s your husband for you. We’ll be important people yet.”

But the girl, who had great spirit, retorted, “I’m not marrying any man as old as that.”

Like so many Irish legends, the tale grew into a love story. The brother of Finn MacCool, in his advanced middle years, at last fell in love—with the daughter of a scheming farrier, “a ree-raw of a fellow,” as Mr. O’Neill called him, meaning a rambunctious and hostile man, who set up his beautiful daughter as an asset to be cashed in.

Well, the blacksmith flew into a rage as high as a cat’s back. When they got home, he hauled the girl down off the cart, dragged her into the house, lashed her with a swishing ash stick, and locked her in a dark closet until, as he said, she’d come to her senses. The poor mother never said a word—she was tired out anyway, having so many children to cook and wash and sew for.

As the tale developed, John Jacob sat up straighter and firmer, leaning and thrusting, in rhythm with the drama, hurling lines of the story like bolts across the gap between us.

The world took its turns that night, as the world always does, its clouds swirling around the moon, its blue oceans churning from pole to pole. Though Emer sobbed and wailed, the blacksmith’s house quieted down, more in fear than from any other feeling. Later that same week, a messenger came to the door, a fellow spry as spring, with green eyes, and he said that Malachi MacCool, the great warrior, the great farmer, the great landowner, brother to Finn MacCool, the greatest man who ever lived, wished to visit.

Now the house turned upside down. The angels of heaven never polished the golden staircase so brightly, and the twelve children had their teeth brushed and their noses pointed. Yet Emer stood as distant from all this as a tree above a river.




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/images/Dela_9780679644224_epub_L02_r1.jpg







OEBPS/images/Dela_9780679644224_epub_cvt_r1.jpg







OEBPS/images/Dela_9780679644224_epub_tp_r1.jpg
The Last Storyteller

slotoke

A Novel

FRANK DELANEY

Ak
RANDOM HOUSE

NEW YORK





OEBPS/images/Dela_9780679644224_epub_001_r1.jpg
SToToloToloioTololoToTolotoloTolo%onk





OEBPS/images/Dela_9780679644224_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
A NOVEL OF IRELAND

=Thet Easti=

Storyteller
,’ﬂé&

. B |

fFrank Delancys






OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





