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    The morning was clear. There was no wind on the lake. There was also a great stillness. When the bells rang out for Mass, the strokes trembling on the water, they had the entire world to themselves.
The doors of the house were open. Jamesie entered without knocking and came in noiselessly until he stood in the doorway of the large room where the Ruttledges were sitting. He stood as still as if waiting under trees for returning wildfowl. He expected his discovery to be quick. There would be a cry of surprise and reproach; he would counter by accusing them of not being watchful enough. There would be welcome and laughter. When the Ruttledges continued to converse calmly about a visit they were expecting that same afternoon, he could contain himself no longer. Such was his continual expectation of discovery that in his eavesdropping he was nearly always disappointed by the innocence he came upon.
‘Hel-lo. Hel-lo. Hel-lo,’ he called out softly, in some exasperation.
‘Jamesie!’ They turned to the voice with great friendliness. As he often stole silently in, they showed no surprise. ‘You are welcome.’
‘Ye are no good. I have been standing here for several minutes and haven’t heard a bad word said about anybody yet. Not a bad word,’ he repeated with mocking slowness as he came forward.
‘We never speak badly about people. It’s too dangerous. It can get you into trouble.’
‘Then ye never speak or if you do the pair of yous are not worth listening to.’
In his dark Sunday suit, white shirt, red tie, polished black shoes, the fine silver hair brushed back from the high forehead and sharp clean features, he was shining and handsome. An intense vividness and sweetness of nature showed in every quick, expressive movement.
‘Kate.’ He held out an enormous hand. She pretended to be afraid to trust her hand to such strength. It was a game he played regularly. For him all forms of social intercourse were merely different kinds of play. ‘God hates a coward, Kate,’ he demanded, and she took his hand.
Not until she cried, ‘Easy there, Jamesie,’ did he release his gently tightening grip with a low crow of triumph. ‘You are one of God’s troopers, Kate. Mister Ruttledge,’ he bowed solemnly.
‘Mister Murphy.’
‘No misters here,’ he protested. ‘No misters in this part of the world. Nothing but broken-down gentlemen.’
‘There are no misters in this house either. He that is down can fear no fall.’
‘Why don’t you go to Mass, then, if you are that low?’ Jamesie changed the attack lightly.
‘What’s that got to do with it?’
‘You’d be like everybody else round here by now if you went to Mass.’
‘I’d like to attend Mass. I miss going.’
‘What’s keeping you, then?’
‘I don’t believe.’
‘I don’t believe,’ he mimicked. ‘None of us believes and we go. That’s no bar.’
‘I’d feel a hypocrite. Why do you go if you don’t believe?’
‘To look at the girls. To see the whole performance,’ he cried out, and started to shake with laughter. ‘We go to see all the other hypocrites. Kate, what do you think about all this? You’ve hardly said a word.’
‘My parents were atheists,’ Kate said. ‘They thought that all that exists is what you see, all that you are is what you think and appear to be.’
‘Give them no heed, Kate,’ he counselled gently. ‘You are what you are and to hell with the begrudgers.’
‘The way we perceive ourselves and how we are perceived are often very different,’ Ruttledge said.
‘Pay no heed to him either. He’s just trying to twist and turn. Thought pissed in the bed and thought he was sweating. His wife thought otherwise. You’ll get on good as any of them, Kate.’ He took pruning shears from his pocket and placed them on the table. ‘Thanks,’ he said. ‘They were a comfort. Pure Sheffield. Great steel.’
‘I bought them from a stall in the Enniskillen market one Thursday. They weren’t expensive.’
‘The North,’ he raised his hand for emphasis. ‘The North is a great place for bargains.’
‘Would you like a whiskey, Jamesie?’ she asked.
‘Now you’re talking, Kate. But you should know by now that “wilya” is a very bad word.’
‘Why bad?’
‘Look at yer man,’ he pointed to where Ruttledge had already taken glasses and a bottle of Powers from the cupboard and was running water into a brown jug.
‘I’m slow.’
‘You’re not one bit slow, Kate. You just weren’t brought up here. You nearly have to be born into a place to know what’s going on and what to do.’
‘He wasn’t brought up here.’
‘Not too far off, near enough to know. He wasn’t at school but he met the scholars. Good health! And more again tomorrow,’ he raised his glass. ‘The crowd lying below in Shruhaun aren’t drinking any drinks today.’
‘Good luck. What’s the news?’
‘No news. Came looking for news,’ he cried ritually and then could contain his news no longer: ‘Johnny’s coming home from England. He’s coming home this Tuesday. Mary got the letter.’
Every summer his brother Johnny came home on holidays from the Ford factory at Dagenham. He had left for England twenty years before and never missed a summer coming home.
‘I’d be glad to run you to the station,’ Ruttledge offered.
‘I know that well, and thanks, but no, no.’ He raised the hand again. ‘Always go in Johnny Rowley’s car. Jim is meeting Johnny at the airport and putting him on the train. Jim is taking time off.’
Jim was Jamesie and Mary’s only child, who had been clever at school, had entered the civil service, where he had risen to a high position, and was married with four children in Dublin.
‘There was a time Johnny spent the night with Jim and Lucy in Dublin.’
‘Not any more. Johnny and Lucy don’t pull. He’s not awanted. It’s better, better by far the way it is. I’ll meet the train with Johnny Rowley. We’ll have several stops on the way from the station. When we get to the house, Mary will put the sirloin down. You can’t get meat in England. You’d just love to see Johnny’s face and the way he says “God bless you, Mary” when she puts the sirloin in front of him on the table.’
The house and the outhouses would be freshly whitewashed for the homecoming, the street swept, the green gates painted, old stakes replaced in the netting wire that held Mary’s brown hens in the space around the hayshed. Mary would have scrubbed and freshened all the rooms. Together they would have taken the mattress from the bed in the lower room, Johnny’s old room, and left it outside to air in the sun. The holy pictures and the wedding photographs would be taken down, the glass wiped and polished. His bed would be made with crisp linen and draped with the red blanket. An enormous vase of flowers from the garden and the fields – roses and lilies and sweet william from the garden, foxglove and big sprays of honeysuckle from the hedges – would be placed on the sill under the open window to sweeten the air and take away the staleness and smell of damp from the unused room. The order for the best sirloin would already have been placed at Caroll’s in the town. The house couldn’t have been prepared any better for a god coming home to his old place on earth.
‘Johnny was the best shot this part of the country has ever seen. On a Sunday when all the guns gathered and they’d be blazing away, all Johnny had to do was to raise his gun for the bird to fall like a stone. He had two of the most beautiful gun dogs, Oscar and Bran, a pointer and a red setter. He had the whole world at his feet,’ Jamesie said. ‘He didn’t have to lift a hand. All he had to do was go round and oversee what other men were doing. Yes, he could be severe enough and strict, too, in his own way … too exact when it wasn’t needed. The whole country was leaving for England at the time and if any of them had a hope of Johnny’s job there’d be a stampede worse than for a gold rush back from England. If anybody had told us what was going to happen we wouldn’t have believed them. We’d have laughed.
‘He went after Anna Mulvey. He and Anna were the stars in The Playboy that got to the All-Ireland Finals in Athlone the year before but neither of them was fit to hold a candle to Patrick Ryan. He had Donoghue the solicitor in town down to a T as – I forget rightly who it was … Patrick had the whole hall in stitches every time he moved. Johnny was wild about Anna. We were sure Anna left for England to get away from Johnny. The Mulveys were well off and she didn’t have to go. Then when she wrote to Johnny that she missed him and wanted him to come to England I don’t think his feet touched the ground for days. We wanted him to take sick leave and go and test the water and not burn all his bridges but he wouldn’t hear. If he’d heeded our words he could be still here.’
‘Why would Anna write for him to come to England when she wasn’t serious or interested?’
‘She was using him. She could be sure of adoration from Johnny. She had only to say the word and she’d get anything she wanted.’
‘That was wrong,’ Kate said.
‘Right or wrong, fair or foul, what does it matter? It’s a rough business. Those that care least will win. They can watch all sides. She had no more value on Johnny than a dog or a cat.
‘Poor Bran and Oscar. The gun dogs were beautiful. They were as much part of Johnny as the double barrel, and they adored him. The evening before he left he took them down to the bog with the gun. They were yelping and jumping around and following trails. They thought they were going hunting. I remember it too well. The evening was frosty, the leaves just beginning to come off the trees. There wasn’t a breath of wind. You’d hear a spade striking a stone fields away, never mind a double-barrel. There was just the two shots, one after the other. We would have been glad to take care of the dogs but he never asked. I wasn’t a great shot like Johnny but I would have kept the gun and the dogs. They were beautiful dogs. That evening a man came for the gun and another for the motorbike. He had sold them both. You’d think he’d have offered me the gun after all the years in the house. I’d have given him whatever he wanted.’
‘Why didn’t you ask to buy the gun?’
‘No. I’d not ask. I’d die before I’d ask.’
‘Why?’
‘He might think I wanted the gun for nothing. I didn’t mind the gun so much though it was a smasher. It was the poor dogs that killed me – and Mary … far worse. She adored the dogs.
‘Johnny took the train the next evening. That was the move that ruined his life. He’d have been better if he’d shot himself instead of the dogs.’
‘Wasn’t it a courageous thing compared to what happens in most of our lives? To abandon everything and to leave in the hope of love?’
‘No, Kate. You don’t know what you’re saying. He didn’t know what he was doing. He’d have gone into a blazing house if she asked. Compared to what he saw in her he put no value on his own life. He thought he couldn’t live with out her.’
‘Why was she using him if she didn’t want him?’
‘You must know, Kate. You’re a woman.’
‘There are as many different kinds of women as there are men.’
‘Mary says the same,’ he struck the arm of the chair for emphasis. ‘Johnny’d have bought her drinks, cigarettes, God knows what, we don’t know, and he gave her money. He had a lot of money when he went to England and he’d have given her the clothes off his back if she asked. He’d be at her every beck and call. We heard afterwards that Anna went to England after Peadar Curren and got burned. I suppose Johnny put her back on her feet after the gunk she got with Peadar and then she got rid of him. Johnny didn’t come home that first summer but came without fail every summer since.’
‘Was Anna mentioned when he came?’
‘Never once. We don’t even know how it ended. Then we heard she married a policeman in London who turned for her.’
‘Converted to Catholicism,’ Ruttledge explained. ‘Turned his coat. I’d have turned my coat for you, Kate, but I had no coat to turn by that time, and you never asked.’
‘Spoken like a true heathen. They’ll all turn, Kate. If they have to pick between their religion and the boggy hollow, they’ll all turn,’ he laughed exultantly.
‘We’ve all been in Johnny’s place, except maybe not to the same extent,’ Ruttledge said.
‘Speak for yourself, Mister Ruttledge. I haven’t been there,’ Jamesie said.
‘Then you haven’t been far.’
‘I’ve never, never moved from here and I know the whole world,’ he protested.
‘You’re right, Jamesie. Pay no heed to him,’ Kate said.
‘What do you think, Kate?’
‘I think women are more practical. They learn to cut their losses. They are more concentrated on themselves.’
‘Enter lightly, Kate, and leave on tiptoe. Put the hand across but never press. Ask why not but never why. Always lie so that you speak the truth and God save all poor sinners,’ he said, and greeted his own sally with a sharp guffaw.
A loud sudden rapping with a stick on the porch door did not allow for any response. ‘God bless all here!’ was shouted out as a slow laborious shuffle approached through the front room.
‘Bill Evans.’
‘It could be no one else,’ Jamesie rubbed his hands together in anticipation.
Bill Evans did not pause in the doorway but advanced boldly into the room to sit in the white rocking chair. The huge wellingtons, the blue serge trousers and torn jacket, a shirt of mattress ticking, the faded straw hat were all several sizes too large. The heavy blackthorn he carried he leaned against an arm of the chair. His eyes darted eagerly from face to face to face. ‘Jamesie,’ he grinned with condescension. ‘You are welcome to this side of the lake.’
‘I’m delighted, honoured to be here,’ Jamesie laughed.
Tea was made. Milk and several spoons of sugar were added to the tea and stirred. The tea and biscuits were placed on a low stool beside the rocking chair. He ate and drank greedily.
‘How are you all up there?’
‘Topping. We are all topping.’
‘You are managing all right without Jackie?’
‘Getting along topping. Managing fine.’
He had been schooled never to part with any information about what happened. There was much to conceal about Bill Evans’s whole life. Because he knew no other life, his instinct to protect his keepers and his place was primal.
‘Do you think will Herself get married again?’ Jamesie asked jocularly, provocatively.
‘Everybody says that you are far too nosy.’
‘News is better than no news,’ Jamesie answered, taken aback.
There are no truths more hurtful than those we see as partly true. That such a humble hand delivered it made it more unsettling. Though he pretended not to care, Jamesie knew that his curiosity was secretly feared and openly mocked. He became unusually silent.
Bill Evans finished the tea and biscuits. ‘Have you any fags?’ he demanded when he put the plate and cup away and rose out of the rocking chair.
Ruttledge gave him five loose cigarettes that had been placed in a corner of the dresser. ‘A light?’ Bill asked. Some matches from a box were emptied into his palm. Cigarettes and matches were all put together into the breast pocket of the large serge jacket. ‘Not faulting the company but I’ll be beating away now,’ he said.
‘Good luck, Bill,’ Jamesie called out amiably, but Bill Evans made no answer.
Ruttledge accompanied him to the gate where he had left the two buckets in the hedge of fuchsia bushes.
‘See if there’s anybody watching in the lane,’ he demanded.
Ruttledge walked out into the lane and looked casually up and down. Between its high banks the narrow lane was like a lighted tunnel under the tangled roof of green branches. ‘There’s not a soul in sight.’
‘There’s no one watching above at the gate?’
‘Nobody. You were very hard on poor Jamesie,’ Ruttledge said.
‘That’s the only way to give it to him,’ he grinned in triumph. ‘He’s too newsy.’ He lifted the two buckets out of the fuchsias and, gripping the blackthorn against one of the handles, headed towards the lake.
His kind was now almost as extinct as the corncrake. He had fled to his present house from the farm he first worked on. When he was fourteen years old he had been sent out from the religious institutions to that first farm. Nobody knew now, least of all Bill Evans, how long ago that was.
 One cold day, several years earlier, they had gone away, locking him outside, warning him to watch the place and not to wander. They were an unusually long time away. Towards evening he could stand the hunger no longer and came to Ruttledge. ‘Get me something to eat. I’m starving.’
‘What’s happened?’
‘They went away,’ he admitted reluctantly.
There was little food in the house. Kate had gone to London and Ruttledge was housekeeping alone. ‘You’re welcome to anything in the house but there isn’t even bread. I was waiting till tonight to go to the village.’
‘Haven’t you spuds?’
‘Plenty.’ He hadn’t thought of them as an offering.
‘Quick, Joe. Put them on.’
A pot of water was set to boil. The potatoes were washed. ‘How many?’
‘More. More.’
His eyes glittered on the pot as he waited, willing them to a boil. Fourteen potatoes were put into the pot. He ate all of them, even the skins, with salt and butter, and emptied the large jug of milk. ‘God, I feel all roly-poly now,’ he said with deep contentment as he moved back to the ease of the white rocking chair. ‘Do you have any fags?’
The small ration was taken from the shelf. A cigarette was lit. He smoked, inhaling deeply, holding the smoke until the lungs could no longer bear the strain, and then released the breath with such slow reluctance that the smoke issued first from the nostrils before gushing out on a weak, spent breath. So deep was his pleasure that watching was also a dismaying pleasure. For once, he was in no anxiety or rush to leave, and Ruttledge began to ask him about his life, though he knew any enquiry was unlikely to be welcomed. Already he knew the outlines of such a life.
He would have known neither father nor mother. As a baby he would have been given into the care of nuns. When these boys reached seven, the age of reason, they were transferred to places run by priests or Brothers. When he reached fourteen, Bill Evans was sent out, like many others, to his first farmer.
They were also sent as skivvies to the colleges; they scrubbed and polished floors, emptied garbage and waited at tables in the college Ruttledge attended. He recalled how small the boys were in their white jackets, the grey stripes of their trousers, their crew-cut heads, the pale faces tense and blank. No words were allowed to pass between them and the students. They brought huge trays of fish or meat, bowls of soup and vegetables, baskets of bread, and on Sundays glass siphons of red lemonade with silver tops. The place was so bleak that the glass siphons were like flowers on the table for the one festive day of the week. What went on in the kitchens behind the heavy oak partition was a hubbub of distant sound from which the occasional crash or cry or shout emerged. In his long black soutane and red burning eyes under a grey crew-cut, the dean of students was a sinister figure, never more so than when he smiled weakly. He walked up and down between the rows of tables or stood under the big crucifix between the high windows. He read out notices and issued warnings and with bowed head intoned the prayers of grace before and after meals. As he walked slowly up and down between the tables he read his Breviary, pausing now and then to cast an unblinking eye on any table where there was a hint of boisterousness or irregularity. Such was his reputation that cutlery was often knocked to the floor or scattered in the nervous rush towards correction. Then, with a chilling smile, he would pass on, returning to his Breviary, resuming the metronom-ical walk, until pausing to rest his gaze on an upturned salt cruet. Around him the boys in their short white coats hurried between the kitchens and the tables.
One morning a boy turned quickly away from a table and found the Dean unexpectedly in his path and went straight into him with a tray. Plates and bowls went flying. The soutane was splashed. Only the students who were seated close to the accident saw what happened next, and even they weren’t certain. In the face of his fury it was thought that the boy broke the rule of silence to try to excuse the accident. The beating was sudden and savage. Nobody ate a morsel at any of the tables while it was taking place. Not a word was uttered. In the sobbing aftermath the silence was deep and accusing until the scrape of knife and fork on plate and the low hum of conversation resumed. Many who had sat mutely at the tables during the beating were to feel all their lives that they had taken part in the beating through their self- protective silence. This ageing man, who could easily have been one of those boys waiting at tables or cleaning the kitchens if he hadn’t been dispatched to that first farm, sat at ease and in full comfort in the white rocking chair, smoking, after having eaten the enormous bowl of potatoes.
‘You were sent out to that first farm when you were fourteen?’
‘Begod, I was.’
‘You worked for them for a good few years before you ran away to here?’
‘Begod, I did.’
‘They didn’t treat you very well?’
For what seemed an age he made no attempt to answer, looking obstinately out from the white chair that no longer moved. ‘Why are you asking me this, Joe?’
‘Everybody comes from somewhere or other. None of us comes out of the blue air.’
‘You’ll be as bad as Jamesie soon,’ he answered irritably.
‘Weren’t you in a place run by Brothers and priests before they sent you to the first farm?’ Ruttledge ignored the rebuke. A troubled look passed across Bill Evan’s face as swiftly as a shadow of a bird passing across window light and was replaced by a black truculence. ‘Before the priests and Brothers weren’t you with nuns in a convent with other small boys? Weren’t you treated better when you were small and with the nuns?’
This time there was no long pause. A look of rage and pain crossed his face. ‘Stop torturing me,’ he cried out.
Taken aback by the violence and ashamed now of his own idle probing, Ruttledge answered quickly, ‘I’d never want to do that. I’m sorry there’s so little food in the house.’
‘The spuds were topping, Joe. They have me packed,’ he said rising stiffly from the chair, leaning on the rough handle of the blackthorn. ‘They left me in charge and could be home any minute now. I’d want to be above when they get back.’
Now, several years later, Ruttledge watched him toil slowly down to the lake with the two buckets. Every day since he and Kate had come to the house, Bill Evans had drawn water from the lake with the buckets. In the house, Kate and Jamesie were talking about him still.
‘I told you, Kate, you are too soft,’ Jamesie argued. ‘The decenter you treat the likes of him the more they’ll walk all over you.’
‘What else has he ever known?’
‘You’ll be the one to suffer but you could be right in the long run,’ Jamesie yielded in his agreeable way. ‘What was done to him was wrong and they could never have luck. When Jackie was drawing to the creamery Bill had to ride on the trailer behind the tractor in rain and wet, get down at gates and throw those heavy cans up on to the trailer. When the cans were full he was barely able. They’d put a stronger man to the pin of his collar. As soon as the can touched the trailer, Jackie would lift his foot off the clutch and turn up the throttle. Bill had to run and scramble up on the trailer after the cans. There were times when he fell. Jackie would kick him if he had to stop the tractor and climb down. Christ hadn’t much worse of a time on the road to Calvary except Bill always came home alive with the cans of skim. It got so bad that Guard Murray had to warn Jackie.’
‘It’s hard to understand. Couldn’t he have waited a few seconds for him to climb back on the trailer?’
‘Ignorance. Pure ignorance. There’s no other way to describe it. One day I was watching them turning sods. There were two other men in the field with Jackie that I won’t name. I was watching through the hedge. Bill’s job was to trample the sods into place with the big wellingtons. Every time they’d pass close with the plough to where he was stepping the sods they’d knock him with a kick or a shove into the furrow and kill themselves laughing. It was their idea of sport.’
‘Couldn’t you do something?’
‘What could you do? If I went into the field they’d turn on me unless I went and knocked him into the furrow as well. That was the year he ran away. He never did a better act. Nobody knew how he got away. He must have walked and got lifts. He was gone two years. He’d be gone still but a crowd up for the All-Ireland stopped at a pub outside Mullingar for a drink on the way home. They didn’t even recognise Bill. He had got fat and was in boots and ordinary clothes. They couldn’t believe when he gave them this great welcome. He had his hand out of course for cigarettes. The place was a farm as well as a pub. He was a kind of a potboy and got to drink all the leftovers. They should have kept their big mouths shut. Jackie and two other men got into the Ford Prefect one Sunday and drove up to Mullingar and brought him back.’
‘Did they force him?’
‘Nobody knows. He could even have been delighted to see them. He could have given them the same welcome as he gave to the All-Ireland crowd. The next Sunday he was back at Mass with his hand out for cigarettes as if he had never been away.’ Jamesie had risen to leave.
On the way out through the porch, Jamesie’s whole attention became fixed on the four iron posts standing upright in their concrete base in the small garden between the house and the orchard.
‘Lord bless us, but Patrick Ryan is a living sight. He starts everything and finishes nothing.’
‘One of these years he’ll be back,’ Ruttledge said.
‘We have all been scourged,’ Jamesie said sympathetically.
‘When we came first it was hard waiting for him and never knowing whether he’d turn up or not. Watching that empty road around the lake all day until you knew for sure by evening that he wasn’t coming. Now it doesn’t matter.’
‘Still, you’d like it finished,’ Jamesie said. ‘Those four posts standing there on their own are a living sight. All they need is a crossbeam and a rope and a crowd and a cart and a man to hang.’
‘Where is Patrick these days?’
‘The last I heard he was around Dromod putting up a garage for diggers and dozers. He could be gone from there by now. His poor cattle are about the hill.’
‘I’ve often wondered why he keeps cattle at all.’
‘For the name. The name of cattle and land. Without the cattle and the land he’d be just another wandering tradesman. I know Patrick all my life. His poor brother, who’s as gentle as a lamb, has been bad for several weeks in Carrick and Patrick hasn’t once called to see him. They say poor Mrs Logan and the dog are lost for him ever since he went into hospital.’
They walked together between the steep banks of the lane. The banks were in the full glory of the summer, covered with foxgloves and small wild strawberries and green vetches. The air was scented with wild woodbine. Before they saw Bill Evans they saw the slow puffs of cigarette smoke behind a screen of young alders. He was seated on an upturned bucket at the water’s edge, the other bucket by his side, drawing in the cigarette smoke as if it were the breath of life, releasing it to the still air in miserly ecstasy. Around him was the sharp scent of the burnished mint. Close by, two swans fished in the shallows, three dark cygnets by their side. Farther out, a whole stretch of water was alive and rippling with a moving shoal of perch. Elsewhere, except when it was ruffled by sudden summer gusts, the water was like glass. Across the lake, at Jamesie’s gate, a man had backed his tractor out into the lake and was fishing from the raised transport box, the engine running.
‘Cecil Pierce, as sound a Protestant as ever walked, can drink pints as good as any Catholic,’ Jamesie identified the man fishing from the transport box. ‘At your ease, Bill,’ he whispered as they passed Bill Evans.
‘Not doing too badly at all, Jamesie,’ he answered.
‘Give our love to Mary,’ Kate said when Jamesie lifted his bicycle out of the ditch.
He paused and turned to bow low, ‘I never liked yous anyhow,’ and cycled away.
The heron rose out of the reeds and flapped ahead as if leading him round the shore, but then swung high out over the lake to make its own way to that part of the shore where two round piers stood close to the water’s edge. Hidden in a wilderness of trees and crawling briars behind the piers were the ruins of the house where Mary had grown up and from where she crossed the lake to marry Jamesie.
When the Ruttledges turned the corner away from the lake they came on Bill Evans standing between his two buckets of water. He was not smoking. He had been waiting for them. They each lifted a bucket. Usually his slow, arthritic walk uphill from the lake entailed a stop every ten or twelve paces. Now, freed from weight, he easily kept pace, using the blackthorn vigorously to propel himself in a crab-like, sideways climb. They continued past their gate until he hissed, ‘Ye are far enough.’
‘You’ll be ready for the dinner now?’
‘I’ll be ready,’ he grinned wolfishly.
‘Will there be anything left?’
‘Begod there will. There’ll be lots,’ he said, but the sudden look of anxiety in the eyes belied the assertiveness.
Across the lake Jamesie was resting after climbing the steep hill away from the lake, he and his bicycle silhouetted against the sky. Cecil Pierce sat slumped in the raised transport box out over the water as if he had fallen asleep while holding the fishing rod, the engine of the tractor throbbing peacefully away.
    *

‘Bill Evans was the one person we met the first time we came in round the shore,’ Ruttledge said.
‘I remember the storm,’ Kate said. ‘We were in the Shah’s car, following Jimmy Joe McKiernan’s battered little red Ford. The waves were washing across the lake wall, pouring down the windscreen, blinding the windows. The wildness could only be heard. The road was spattered with foam, the Shah shaking with laughter behind the wheel as the car rolled from rut to rut. “If it’s away from it all yous are trying to get, this royal avenue is as good as any moat.” When he laughs like that you hardly hear a sound. He just sits and shakes like a huge ball of jelly. He believed it was all a wild goose chase.’
‘We had spent the whole day looking at places. Empty houses, falling-down houses, one house on the mountain, its floor covered with rat traps, new bungalows full of children. Dreams in tatters with the “For Sale” sign at the gate.’
‘And the small children peering up at us from the floors. Where were they all to go?’
‘To England. To the towns. A mother told me they’d buy a house in the town if they sold. Her husband had already a job in the cement factory. Jimmy Joe McKiernan hardly said a word all day. He’d mention a price or the acres of land or the family name.’
‘Your uncle, the dear Shah, was silent as well. Once I said it would look better if one of us travelled with Jimmy Joe. “That’d be only mixing things up, Kate. Jimmy Joe is well used to being on his own,” he laughed. I had no idea he was referring to the years in jail. “Jimmy Joe has as much interest in houses and lands as I have in the moon.” “What interests him?” I asked. “Freeing Ireland,” was the answer. “But Ireland is free?” “In Jimmy Joe’s book there’s a part that’s not free.”’
‘The Shah always hated politics,’ Ruttledge said. ‘I don’t think he’s ever voted.’
‘I didn’t know what he was referring to. I was good at giving the impression I understood when I hadn’t a clue – it’s not a very admirable quality but I didn’t care. I was falling in love with the place.’
A green gate hung from the ash tree then. From the gate a path ran between two rows of alders to the small stone house with an asbestos roof. In the grove, old moss-covered apple trees stood under the great oaks. The garden and the whitethorn hedge were completely wild. An ugly concrete porch had been tacked on to the house as a windbreak and was coming dangerously loose from the stone walls. A line of stone outhouses stretched past the house. In the middle of the rusting hayshed stood a heeled-up cart.
A kettle hung from a blackened bar above the ashes in the fireplace. There was a small table with unwashed mugs and a heavy glass sugar bowl and a big aluminium teapot. A dishevelled bed stood against the wall in the tiny lower room, a stripped iron bed and a plywood wardrobe in the upper room. Beside the fireplace was a wall cupboard filled with large rounded stones. When the cupboard was opened the stones rolled out in all directions around the floor.
‘They told me they’d tidy up the place,’ Jimmy Joe McKiernan complained. ‘Anyhow you’re seeing what you’re getting.’ He had his own quiet authority.
‘This isn’t a house,’ the Shah said, running the place down. ‘The most you could call it is an address and you’d want to be hard up. It’s no more than a site!’
‘People lived here,’ Jimmy Joe said. ‘It was a house and home to them but I won’t argue. I can’t pretend it’s in great shape. The place is a site, if you want, a site above a lake, on twenty acres.’
Within the deep walls of the window on the lake, a butcher’s calendar of the year before was hung. Above the tables of the months and days was a photo of two boys wheeling bicycles while driving sheep down a country lane between high stone walls. Helping them were two beautiful black-and-white collies. High-class beef, mutton and lamb at best  prices. Large and small orders equally appreciated.
An X was drawn through each day of every month until October was reached. On the twenty-second of October the march of Xs across the days came to a stop. The twenty-third of October was the first clear day and all the remaining days of the year were unmarked. ‘That was the day he died,’ Jimmy Joe said.
A shop bill lay open in the window sill: a dozen of stout, a bottle of Powers, tea, butter, two loaves, a half-pound of ham, a Mass card, two telephone calls.
‘That was the bill for the wake,’ Jimmy Joe McKiernan told them. ‘They wouldn’t have many people. She was a cousin of my own. Once he died she wouldn’t live here on her own and went to live with relatives. They had cattle on the place but had trouble with fences and neighbours. Now they want to sell.’
Jimmy Joe McKiernan had spoken more in the short time they’d spent in the house than in the whole of the rest of the day they had spent looking at places.
‘The one thing she is determined about is that the place must not go to any of the neighbours. That’s why it was never put in the Observer. You are the first to see the place.’
‘It’s not a great reference for anybody coming in,’ the Shah said.
‘That’s for the people coming in to decide. I’m just being straight.’
‘I know that, Jimmy Joe,’ the Shah said appreciatively. ‘Some of the other crooks would have you believe you were entering paradise.’
‘You are speaking about my colleagues?’ Jimmy Joe asked ironically, playfully.
‘A good crowd of boys,’ the Shah jeered.
‘A few months ago I was the undertaker. Now I’m the auctioneer. I suppose that’s life,’ Jimmy Joe McKiernan said quietly, as if he felt he had spoken too much.
The small fields around the house were enclosed with thick whitethorn hedges, with ash and rowan and green oak and sycamore, the fields overgrown with rushes. Then the screens of whitethorn suddenly gave way and they stood high over another lake. The wooded island where the herons bred was far out, and on the other shore the pale sedge and stunted birch trees of Gloria Bog ran towards the shrouded mountains. On most of the lake the storm ran and raged but directly underneath the hill a strip of water was as calm and unruffled as a pond. Swans and dark clusters of wildfowl were fishing calmly in the shelter.
‘“If you want it, Kate, keep quiet. Jimmy Joe isn’t a rogue but like the rest of them he has to get the best price he can,” the Shah warned when I told him how much I liked the place.’
‘I was having a bad time on the side of that hill,’ Ruttledge said. ‘It was the only possible place that we saw that whole day. I knew you liked it. I had grown up among such fields. I had escaped through an education that would hardly have been possible a generation earlier. Now I was face to face with all those dreams we have when we are young. I knew these rushy fields, the poverty, the hardship. On that hill I realized that this could be the rest of my life. It was far from what I had dreamed or hoped for. “What do you think?” Jimmy Joe asked me suddenly. “It’s a possibility,” I answered. “What are places like this worth now?” “The value of anything is what people are willing to pay,” he said with that quiet smile. “Your uncle tells me you live in London. How do you find England?” “We have jobs. The life is easy and comfortable. We’d hardly be looking at places here if we were entirely happy.” “What do you find wrong with England?” “Nothing but it’s not my country and I never feel it’s quite real or that my life there is real. That has its pleasant side as well. You never feel responsible or fully involved in anything that happens. It’s like being present and at the same time a real part of you is happily absent.” “Would you find this place real?” “Far too real.” “Would it be the quiet and the birds that’d interest you?” I hadn’t noticed until then that small birds, wrens and robins and finches, were indeed singing in the desolate branches. And at that moment, as if on cue, a pheasant started to call in a nearby field. No, it wouldn’t be to listen to the birds. They say we think the birds are singing when they are only crying this is mine out of their separate territories. “Have you ever lived in England?” I must have asked aggressively enough because I remember resenting the reference to the birds. He didn’t seem to mind and spoke openly. “I spent one winter in the East End around Forest Gate and West Ham. We were trying to spring some men of ours who were in Pentonville. A gang of criminals from the East End was in the same wing of the prison. We were trying to use them in a breakout. Nothing came of the plan. We wanted to use them. They wanted to use us. We also discovered that they were planning to double-cross us during the breakout.” “What were they like?” I asked. “The East End gangsters? They were like rats. They cared about nothing but their own skins.” He had the idealist’s contempt and distaste for the purely criminal. “What would you have done with the gang if there had been a breakout and they tried to double-cross you?” “We’d have shot them. We planned to shoot them anyhow. They knew too much.” “Whether there was a double-cross or not?” “They knew too much. We knew we were being watched.” He spoke without feeling or rancour. “Anyhow nothing came of the plan. We just got out in the nick of time.” The calm with which he said “We planned to shoot them anyhow” added to the chill on that wet hillside.’
‘Bill Evans was standing in the lane in those huge wellingtons when we got back to the cars.’
‘I don’t remember the two buckets but they must have been somewhere,’ Ruttledge said. ‘A rope was tied around the heavy overcoat. On his head was a shiny black sou’wester hat. “Do they smoke?” he asked.’
‘It was then that the Shah reached down into one of his pockets and threw a fistful of coins into the air. Some of the coins clattered on the bonnet of the small Ford and rolled among the stones and leaves of the lane. Bill Evans scrambled after the coins like some kind of animal.’
‘I was taken aback by the way he threw the coins,’ Kate said.
‘He meant no harm. When we were small whenever he came to our house he did the very same, sometimes with sweets instead of coins. It was a way of expressing power. The whole country was very poor. The Shah then bought the place for us.’
‘I was afraid he’d lose it with all his haggling,’ Kate said.
The asbestos roof was replaced with black slates, new rooms added, a bathroom, a well for water bored. Once the price and contract had been agreed, the Ruttledges returned to London, leaving the Shah to oversee the work. This he undertook with proprietary zeal, rolling round the lake several times a week in the Mercedes. Jimmy Joe McKiernan had said that relations between the old woman and his immediate neighbours were poor. This and everything else he had stated so casually on that first wet stormy day around the lake turned out to be true. They got on as badly with one another as they did with the old woman. ‘They were like that as far back as I remember,’ Jamesie had said. ‘Give no help or hand to anybody. Grab everything in sight. On our side of the lake people couldn’t do enough for one another and got on far better. Here they were always watching out for themselves. When people are that way there’s never any ease.’
They coveted the childless old woman’s fields, and she in her turn was determined that they would never own those fields.
The addition of rooms to the house, the new roof, the drilling of a well for water – with the lake a stone’s throw away – the coming and going of the large Mercedes, were all carefully observed, and resentment fuelled an innate intolerance of anything strange or foreign.
When the Ruttledges came from London in the spring they were shunned by near neighbours, but they were too involved with the place to notice. Would the move succeed or fail? If it failed they would return to London.
Jamesie came to the house in the very first days, pretending to be casually passing. They began to talk, and he welcomed them to the place and was invited in. A few evenings later, he arrived unexpectedly with Mary, bringing fresh eggs, small bags of potatoes and carrots and parsnips. ‘For the house. For the house,’ he insisted, in the face of their protestations that what he had brought was too generous. ‘Just for the house. To wish the house luck.’
Then John Quinn came. In clouds of smoke, he turned his old white Beetle under the alder tree at the gate so that it faced down towards the lake. When he got out of the car he propped a heavy stone against one of the back wheels before strolling confidently up the little avenue.
John Quinn was a tall, powerfully built, handsome man, wearing a well-cut suit, his thick grey hair brushed back. As soon as he spoke there was an immediate discrepancy between the handsome physique and the cajoling voice.
‘I came to wish new neighbours good luck and success and happiness. It does the heart good to see a young pair happy and in love starting up their lives in a new place. It lifts the heart. It does the heart good.’
He was invited in and offered tea or whiskey. With a lordly wave of the hand he refused both.
‘I’m not here to waste your good time or waste my time. I’m here for a purpose. I’m here on a little business. I know your poor uncle well, better known as the Shah, as fine a man as ever entered the town and got on like no other. The little business that brought me is that I have been noticing Mrs Ruttledge walking the roads and seeing that you got a tall fine-looking woman for yourself when you were abroad I thought you might be able to do as good or nearly as good for a neighbour. I’ll keep my account short. The first poor woman died under me after bringing eight children into the world. After they were all reared I married again. The Lord God has said in the Holy Book “‘Tis not good for man to live alone,” and I have always taken that Commandment to heart. I don’t mind admitting that the second round of the course was not a success.’
‘What went wrong?’ was asked politely in the face of all that was proffered as fluently as a door-to-door salesman pretending straight-faced openness.
‘What God intended men and women to do she had no taste for. What was meant to be happy and natural was for her a penance. John tried everything he knew to turn her round and make her happy. On a beautiful day like this day, the sun shining in heaven, I took her out for a row on the lake to make her feel better in herself. The lake lovely and calm, hardly a breeze, just the odd fish jumping, the birds singing for all they were worth, the mountains lovely and blue in the distance, the swans sailing around and every sound a happy sound, and do you know what she said to me? “You wouldn’t be thinking of throwing me in now, John, would you?” Wasn’t that a strange sort of love talk? John here rowing like a boy and the lake all peaceful and the mountains so blue and so distant. Soon afterwards she beat back to her own place. As we were married in church and she still lives, I have to forage for myself if I do not want to live alone. That’s the little business that has brought me. Since you have done so well for yourself abroad you might do as well or nearly as well for a close neighbour. Your lovely woman is bound to have women friends of her own. And if she could place one of them in my house she’d have a friend of her own close by. We’d be great neighbours and the two houses would get on wonderfully well together and all visiting and helping one another and happy together.’
Kate excused herself and left the room and John Quinn rose to leave.
‘That’s the little business that brought me now. I’m hoping you’ll be able to give a neighbour a helping hand. I put all my cards out on the table. There’s nothing underhand about my way of doing business.’
Ruttledge walked him to the battered white Beetle parked outside the gate. He removed the stone from the back wheel before getting into the car.
‘If things manage to work out now, please God, we could have wonderful times together and everybody will be happy.’
When he let in the clutch, the car rolled downhill, gathering speed. The engine coughed and spluttered into life close to the lake in clouds of smoke and continued to batter slowly out along the shore like a disabled boat attempting to make it back to harbour.
‘I was sorry to leave,’ Kate said. ‘I couldn’t bear to be in the same room with him. Very few people have that effect.’
‘I was wondering if he was real while he was talking,’ Ruttledge said.
‘Oh, he was real all right. He was looking me up and down as if I were an animal. What are we to do about the extraordinary request?’
‘We’ll do nothing,’ Ruttledge said. ‘We’ll find out about him.’
It was obvious the Shah knew a great deal more about John Quinn than he was willing to tell when he was asked about their visitor the following Sunday.
‘Oh, John Quinn,’ he wiped his knuckles on his eyes and shook at the mention of the name. ‘Oh John’s a boy. Women and more women,’ he said but would not add to the detail. ‘When he was young he was the law around and loved to settle fights in bars, taking both men outside and beating them good-looking. “Putting a little manners on people,” he would say.’
‘He said he had dealings with you.’
‘Everybody has dealings with John Quinn. That’s all there is to John.’
‘How do you deal with him?’
‘You don’t. But he can always unearth these silly women,’ and shaking with amusement he indicated with a wave of the hand that to be a provider of such low detail was valley upon valley beneath him.
When they next met, Jamesie and Mary’s attention was fixed on every word as the visit was described. ‘I thought I heard everything till now. John Quinn is a living sight. He’ll try anything. He never misses a chance but I never thought I’d see the day when he’d be trying to get people to forage for women for him in England,’ Jamesie said.
‘His first lookout would be to see if there was any chance to get in with you, Kate,’ Mary said.
‘That’s the way these fellas are,’ Jamesie said. ‘They’ll try anything. “Fuck them. What can they do but refuse?” is how they think about other people. They’ll just go on to someone else. They have no value on people, only what they can get out of them. When he came about our place first he borrowed our little mule of the time and when he brought the mule back his breast was all skinned. “The borrowed horse has hard hooves!” When he came again he was refused. I think he was the first person we ever turned away but it was like water off a drake. “What can they do but refuse!” My father was fond of that mule and we weren’t able to work him for months afterwards.
‘John Quinn was tall and good-looking and strong, as fine- looking a man as you’d meet in a day or two days. His older brother Packy still lives in the homeplace and is as different from John as difference can be, quiet and decent. John used to plough for hire. On a headland he was able to swing the plough around without backing from the horses. He’d drink a bottle of stout or two but never more, he was always too careful, especially if he had to pay. He never went with girls or women when he was young, though he could have had his pick. He’d sweet-talk them plenty and flirt and dance, but all the time John Quinn was looking out for John Quinn.
‘The Sweeneys were ripe for plucking. Their place was the sweetest place around, the same limestone fields as you get at the old Abbey – you know them yourselves, where you can see the shapes of the old monks’ cells in the grass – and they had money when no one had money. The place was known as the beehive. Margaret was an only child like her mother before her. Her father Tom Sweeney had married into the place from the mountain. He was no beauty but a great worker and it was him who planted the big chestnut tree in the middle of the yard and ringed it round with the wall of whitewashed stones and the iron hoops. Her mother was a big easy-going woman and she adored Tom Sweeney, ugly as he was – there’s no telling with people – and they both adored the ground Margaret walked on. They were simple, decent people and nothing mean or small about them. They were just that bit innocent. Tom Sweeney would be the first to go to the help if any neighbour was in trouble. Anybody who called to the house would be welcomed and given food and drink – they had always great poitín Tom got from the mountain, far far better than any whiskey – but they never went out much to people or bothered with other houses. They were content with their own company, and those sort of people are the most lost when anything happens. They have no one to turn to.
‘I suppose Margaret was spoiled. She’d have been given everything she ever wanted but that was about to all change when John Quinn came with his team of horses to do their spring ploughing. Many girls better looking than Margaret wanted John Quinn but they didn’t have limestone fields and a house and place to walk into.
‘Her father was against him from the first, though John Quinn was dripping with sweetness. He was in dread that everything he had built about the beehive was about to be trampled underfoot. Mary the mother, though, was all for John Quinn from the very first and the place was hers.’
‘What could they have done anyhow? Margaret was wild about John Quinn. All they could have done was shut the door against their only child and the poor things weren’t about to do that,’ Mary said.
‘All around the lake were invited to the wedding. Even Mary here went and she hadn’t long left school at the time. No expense was spared. All kinds of meat and drink were bought in. It was all the talk around the lake for weeks ahead of the wedding. There was going to be music. Packie Donnelly from the crossroads was alive then and he was the best fiddle player we ever had about the lake. He got a cousin of his own to come from Drumreilly, Peter Kelly, who was a smasher on the melodeon. Poor Tom Murphy was coming as well from Aughoo. He was a martyr for the drink but could make a tin whistle talk. On the wedding morning, when it was seen that the day was going to be without rain, a long trestle table was set up under the chestnut tree in the yard.’
‘Margaret went to the church with the father and mother in the pony and trap,’ Mary said. ‘I saw them going. She was wearing a beautiful dress of blue silk that fell to her ankles the mother had made, as good as any dressmaker. She wore a blue hat with white flowers and white shoes. John Quinn was in a brand new grey suit with a white flower in the buttonhole. He was full of himself and he was shining.’
‘He had Stratton the tailor scourged for fittings for that grey suit. Stratton would never make anything for him again. Probably he was never paid for the suit after all the fittings,’ Jamesie said. ‘As soon as John Quinn got into the trap to drive with Margaret and the mother and father back from the church to the house, he took the reins from Tom Sweeney. In that sweet false voice, he said that Tom had done more than his share up to now and it was his time to sit back and put his feet up and take his ease. What could poor Tom Sweeney say? John Quinn took up the place of two people in the trap. Then he got the whip and waved it to the people who passed along the road and then whipped the fat brown pony till it galloped. Tom Sweeney used to talk to that pony. “What hurry is on you? We’ll be home as it is far too soon. She’s not used to that treatment.” He might as well have been talking to the wind for all the heed John Quinn paid.
‘A few neighbouring women and children had stayed behind preparing the house and setting tables. They had scattered the whole yard with flowers and they must have been surprised to see the wedding trap come into the yard ahead of everybody, the pony lathered in sweat, Tom Sweeney ready to cry. By the time the crowd arrived he had untackled the pony and given her water and was rubbing her down, with him still in his good clothes.
‘Then the crowd gathered from the church. They all were waiting for the bridegroom to carry the bride across the doorstep into the empty house and for the feast and the music to begin, but John Quinn had another surprise in store. “Now Margaret, before we go into the house there’s a little thing I want to show you over here on the shore”. Everybody was around them in the yard and the words could be heard clear. “We’ll go in. There’s nothing to see in the lake that we haven’t seen before.”
‘He opened the gate and though she was a big enough girl he picked her up and carried her like she was a feather. I remember seeing one of the white shoes fall off her foot on to the grass. I think someone picked it up and brought it back to the house. “It won’t take a minute. Excuse us, good friends and neighbours, for there’s just this little thing we have to do first that won’t hold up things at all.” You know how sweet and humble he talks.
‘Everybody thought that John Quinn was only acting the fool and they kept on talking and laughing and chatting away. “It wouldn’t be John if he didn’t do things different. He’s a holy terror. It wouldn’t be John if things happened like for everybody else,” and they began to wonder what strange thing he had to show Margaret over on the shore. He was not known then as he is known now.
‘They reached the top of the slope where the rock field slopes down to the shore. There’s little earth and in places the rock is bare. In dry spells the grass there turns red on that part of the shore.
‘They stood for a while in full view. Though the yard had turned quiet as a church what they were saying couldn’t be heard. They were too far off. John Quinn put the blanket he had brought down on the rock. Margaret looked as if she was trying to break away but he could have held her with one hand. It was over before anybody rightly knew. He lifted the blue dress up over her head and put her down on the blanket. The screech she let out would put your heart crossways. John Quinn stood between her and the house while he was fixing his trousers and belt. He must have been afraid she’d try to break back on her own but she just lay there on the ground. In the end he had to lift her and straighten her dress and carry her in his arms. The mother and father stood there like a pair of ghosts. Not a word was spoken.
‘Once the rush to get away started, you never saw the like. A few went up to the old pair before leaving but most just cut for the road. What could they say? It was clear that Margaret didn’t even want to face back to the house after what had happened. By the time he carried her into the yard the whole place had emptied. There might never have been a wedding except for the scattered flowers and the long trestle table weighted down with all sorts of food and drink under the chestnut tree. The musicians were the last to leave without playing a note. Poor Tom Sweeney walked them all the way out to the gate at the road without uttering a word. He tried to give them a fistful of money but none of them would take as much as a penny. When he kept pressing the money, all Packie Donnelly – who was as decent a man as you’d find as well as a great fiddle player – all Packie did was to put his arm round poor Tom’s shoulder and hold him tight to show that they understood everything and wanted nothing and that no fault or blame was attached in their minds to him. In those sort of cases sympathy is nearly the hardest thing of all to take and Tom Sweeney who hadn’t said a word up to then started bawling like a child. What could they do but look at one another and say how things could turn out all right yet in the end and hurry away? It’s a terrible thing to see an old man bawling. People always say that things will turn out all right in the end when there’s never a chance of them turning out right.’
‘He must have been out of his mind.’
‘Not one little bit out of his mind, Kate.’
‘How could he have done what he did otherwise?’
‘There’s a method in everything John Quinn does. It’s all thought out. In those days when a man married into a place he had little shout. He was expected to take a back seat. Some were not much more than servants. From the minute John Quinn took the reins into his hands on the way from the church till he brought Margaret as far as the rock, he was showing who was going to be boss and that everything was going to be under him from that day out.’
‘You’d think he’d be ashamed, if nothing else.’
‘Not one little bit. He’d glory that it was in full view. It was said he didn’t let Margaret wear knickers in the house so that he could do her there and then whenever he wanted, against the table or the wall and all the better if it was in front of the old pair.
‘They lasted no time. They faded away. Tom Sweeney never let a morsel of food pass his lips for weeks before he died. Margaret had the eight children, and then she got bad. One morning Johnny was out with the gun he saw her walking in her nightdress in her bare feet in the dew before it was fully light to see if the coolness would ease the pain. In the end the schoolchildren didn’t want to pass the gate on their way to school because they were frightened by her cries. When they laugh over his cavortings and carry-on, they should not forget the full story,’ Jamesie said.
‘He can’t be blamed for her death?’
‘No. It could have happened anyway. The place had been a little paradise. The animals would nearly talk to you they were that well looked after. Tom Sweeney grew every sort of vegetable – beans, peas, lettuce, parsnips, you name them – he had hives; the apple trees were pruned into shapes like bowls or cups and he was a master thatcher. He grew his own straw and thatched a seventh of the roof every year. The seven years could be seen side by side in the different shades of the straw in the thatch, from golden brown to what was nearly black with rain. John Quinn planted nothing but potatoes and cabbage and maybe turnips. He put a tin roof over the thatch and sold the bees and the hives. I don’t think he ever put a spade in the vegetable garden. The fruit trees went wild. There were several cats around the place. They used to line up in a row when Tom Sweeney was milking. I’m afraid the cats got short shrift. Anything not drawing to John Quinn’s mill wasn’t going to last long about a place.
‘In fairness he was good enough with the children. He turned himself into a middling cook after the mother died and had always a big pot of something tasty bubbling by the fire. The children were all strong and good-looking, wonderful workers, and John showered them with praise so that they’d try to outdo one another. Naturally he didn’t forget himself either when he was handing the praise around and he learned to sew and to cobble.
‘At the time there were terrible beatings in the schools. Some of the teachers were savages. People were afraid to speak out but John Quinn wasn’t afraid. There was a Missus Kilboy who was a terror with the cane. She’d swipe you round the legs as well as murder your hands; and if you tried to cover your legs with your arms, the arms and back would get it as well.
‘None of the children ever forgot his appearance at the school. He knocked very politely before lifting the latch and coming into the classroom, the heavy hobnailed boots loud on the hollow boards. His voice was dripping with politeness. “Excuse me now, children, for interrupting your lessons but I have just a few little words to say to your mistress here that won’t take long.”
‘Naturally the children were delighted and sat up in the desks, all full of ears. “Sorry to be taking time away from the lessons, Mistress, but my two little girls came home crying from school yesterday evening. Their hands were so swollen they weren’t able to hold their spoons to eat the dinner. They were still crying when it was time for them to go to their bed. You might have noticed now, Mistress, that they weren’t at school today.”
‘What could she say? John Quinn had her cornered. The children were drinking in every word. John Quinn’s voice couldn’t have been sweeter. He was like a cat purring over a saucer of milk.
‘“Now, Mistress, if this ever happens again I’m afraid it’ll go a lot further than this and it could be that when the courts are finished with the case you could be looking for another position. That’d be a pity to happen in a small place like this where everybody is happy and getting on well together. It can bring in bad feelings between people. And sometimes these are hard to forget. Now my pair of little girls are coming back to school tomorrow and nothing like that must ever happen again. Don’t as much as lay a hand on those little girls. That’s all I have to say for now. I won’t take another minute away from the good lessons.”
‘As he went with the hobnailed boots back down the hollow boards between the rows of desks, he spoke to the children. “Excuse me now, children, for interrupting your lessons but I had a few little important words that had to be said to your mistress. Now go back to your books and work hard and pay heed to everything your mistress tells because that’s how you’ll learn to get on well in the world and be happy and make your poor parents happy. Excuse me now, children. I’ll not take another minute from your lessons.”
‘Missus Kilboy hadn’t said a single word throughout. As soon as John Quinn left she went to the Master’s room and they both went out into the porch where the children couldn’t see or hear. They were a long time in the porch and when Missus Kilboy came back the children could see she had been crying.
‘None of the Quinns were ever beaten after that but they weren’t given much attention or schooling either. The teachers were afraid of John Quinn and that was their way of dealing. He came back to the school more than once to complain that his children were being overlooked and cold- shouldered but there was nothing he could prove. Let nobody try to best the guards or the doctors or teachers. They have their own ways of getting back at you.
‘It didn’t seem to hold any of the Quinn children back. They were strong for their years and as soon as they got to fourteen or sixteen they all hit for England. They got on the best there. A few of them are said to be millionaires and they all think the world of John Quinn. Many more normal parents aren’t thought nearly as well of or as honoured by their children.
‘He didn’t bother much with women while he had the children. He was too busy and too well known around, and to go into a houseful of small children with John Quinn at the head of affairs wasn’t much of a draw for any woman. When the children were thinning out he started. He got them from newspapers and magazines and agencies. He got women from all over. You’d be surprised at how many poor people are going round the world in search of a companion and John Quinn was the boy to find them: “Gentleman Farmer with Lakeside Residence” was his calling card. I seen severals. There were no beauties but they say he got money from some of them and I saw them buy a world of groceries for the house while John waited next door in the pub with his bottle of stout.
‘Missus O’Brien he definitely sold. He had her for several months until he tired of her and a replacement no doubt was lined up. She was a great housekeeper who had worked for a rich family in the North. They thought a sight of her and keep in touch with her to this very day. She was a little bit innocent, that’s all that was wrong with her. She’d believe anything you’d tell her and she adored John Quinn. However he engineered it, he got her to marry Tom O’Brien, who was hardworking and looking for a woman, and money changed hands. They were wonderfully happy and still are. In no time she had the place shining, with hens and geese about the yard, and they got a bathroom and washing machines and the whole show. John Quinn wasn’t one bit pleased it turned out so well – he’s like your dog – and felt he should have got more money. Those rich people she worked for visit her every year and take her and Tom O’Brien out to a big meal and drinks in the Central in town.
‘The strange thing is that she is still as sweet as ever on John Quinn. A few months back Tom O’Brien was in hospital and in no time John Quinn was around. She was delighted to see him and had the welcome of the world. John was in his element, being fed royal, his eye out for whatever else was going. It was the neighbours who ran him, warning him not to darken the place again till Tom got out of hospital. She wasn’t one bit pleased when she got to know what happened. If anything was to happen to Tom he’d be in there like a shot in the morning and as sure as day she’d have him.’
‘Would the priest not have some say?’
‘None. Early on he called to the house but he was wasting his breath. Nobody could best John Quinn. He delights in taking every woman he has up into the front seat of the church, genuflecting and allowing her into the seat first, kneeling in adoration. You’d have to die at the performance. Then as soon as Mass is over he takes the woman up to the candleshrine. They light two small candles. The two of them together light a third candle and then set the candle on the spikes between their own two candles. The third candle is for a wish, “Always wish for something good and happy for yourself, Maura. There’s no use in a star falling and no one seeing it and no one making a wish. Always wish something for yourself.” You’d nearly die. If John Quinn was ever an actor our Johnny and even Patrick Ryan would be only trotting after him. And the ladies lap it up – good-o.’
‘And that’s the sort of church you’re trying to get me to return to,’ Ruttledge said.
‘The fellow doesn’t go to church for religion,’ Mary said dismissively. ‘He only goes to see shows like John Quinn. It’d be a poor lookout if people were to follow him to church.’
Jamesie enjoyed the chastisement, but then countered, ‘We go to the door of the church anyhow, which is more than can be said for some others present whose names will not be mentioned,’ he intoned loftily.
‘Why did John Quinn marry if he could have all those other women without benefit of ceremony?’
‘I’m surprised at you asking. There could be only one reason. He thought she had money. Maybe as well he was finding it that bit harder to get women. Like the rest of us he’s getting no younger. His name as well was probably going ahead of him. He was getting too well known.’
‘And had she money?’
‘I think she had but John didn’t get his hands on any. She wasn’t that foolish. She may have parted with some things but she didn’t part with money.’
‘That fella,’ Mary said with disapproval but went on to say, ‘John always had horses. He had a white stallion then. When the odd mare used to come to the house he’d order the wife out to the yard to watch the performance. “Natural and healthy, what God intended,” he’d say. The flat-bottomed boat he keeps below in the reeds is a living danger. Of course he had her out in the boat. He could be trying to get the money out of her. I’m sure she wasn’t far from the truth when she asked was he thinking of throwing her in. A lot he cared about the birds and the blue mountain and the swans sailing.’
‘Why would he regale us with the poetry?’
‘Because he thought it would suit, that it would go down well. It might help get Kate here on his side. John would watch mice at a crossroads,’ Mary said with the same dismissiveness as she described Jamesie’s churchgoing.
‘Anyhow it wasn’t long till she left. The brother took her back. I don’t think John got a farthing, which was a God’s charity. They were decent, quiet people who minded their own business. They had no idea what John was like. Somebody was telling me not long ago that the poor thing isn’t all that well.’
‘If anything were to happen to her, John will be marching up the aisle again. Mark my words,’ Jamesie said.
‘He’d be trying anyhow whether he’d succeed or not. He’s a pure disgust,’ Mary said.
‘Look how he’s beating around. See how he’s round to Kate looking to get women from England.’
‘He’ll not get very far with Kate,’ she said.
‘The poor fella is only doing his best. He’s contributing to the race. Like the rest of them he’s only trying to find his way to the boggy hollow,’ Jamesie rubbed his hands together, slyly looking out of hooded eyes.
‘You, you, you – are a pure disgust as well!’ Mary said, and added, ‘No wonder Lucy can’t stand this fella!’
Lucy was his daughter-in-law, and Jamesie went quiet as if struck. She was one of the few people he had never been able to charm; it was a deep sore. ‘Some of these ones would want you tailor-made. Some of these ones are just too precise,’ he said, and they were all too fond of him to say another word until he recovered and a path was found out of the silence.
       

 The Shah rolled round the lake with the sheepdog in the front seat of the car every Sunday and stayed until he was given his tea at six. Some days during the week he came in the evenings as well. On dry Sundays he loved to walk the fields, and to look at the cattle and sheep and the small wooded island out in the back lake where the herons nested, and to look across the lake to the acres of pale sedge of Gloria Bog, which ran like an inland sea until it met the blue of the lower slopes of the mountains where his life began, the stunted birch trees like small green flowers in the wilderness of bog.
When it was raining or there was little to be done, he was content to sit in the house. Often he sat in silence. His silences were never oppressive and he never spoke unless to respond to something that had been said or to say something that he wanted to say. Throughout, he was intensely aware of every other presence, exercising his imagination on their behalf as well as on his own, seeing himself as he might be seen and as he saw others. Since he was a boy he had been in business of some kind but had never learned to read or write. He had to rely on pure instinct to know the people he could trust. This silence and listening were more useful than speech and his instinct was radar-sharp. His manners had once been gentle and hidden with everybody but to some extent the gentleness had been discarded as he grew in wealth and independence. With people he disliked he could be rough. People or places that made him ill at ease or uncomfortable he went to great lengths to avoid. When caught in such situations his manners would turn atrocious, like a clear-sighted person going momentarily blind. Where he blossomed was in the familiar and habitual, which he never left willingly. The one aberration of his imaginative shrewdness was a sneaking regard for delinquents, or even old villains like John Quinn, whose activities excited and amused him, as they tested and gave two fingers to the moral world.
All his family, dominated by the mother, had been hardworking, intelligent, humorous, sociable. Across from the three-roomed cottage, the whitethorns had been trained to make an arch into the small rose garden, and a vine of roses covered the whitewashed wall when few houses on the mountain had more than the bare necessities. They also kept bees, had a small apple garden, ground coffee from dried and roasted dandelion roots; and when they got some money a room would be added to the house rather than building another outhouse to keep more fowl or animals.
He alone in the family escaped school. A dedicated but ill- tempered schoolmaster, who had been instrumental in his older brother and sister becoming the first to win scholarships out of these mountains, had given him a bad beating during his first year at school. No amount of coaxing or threats could get him to return. At twelve, he made his first shillings by borrowing the family horse to draw stones to make a road to the new national school where his sister taught. His first job was in a local sand and gravel pit, where he learned to weld and fix machinery; soon, he was driving a sand lorry for the pit, and then purchased an old lorry of his own, drawing merchandise to and from the Belfast and Dublin docks. On the potholed roads it was more important to be a good mechanic than a driver, and by his early twenties he had four lorries of his own. At the outbreak of the war he switched into tillage contracting and made serious money.
Seeing compulsory tillage about to disappear with the ending of the war, he sold out early, preserving and increasing the money he had made. For a few years he had a sawmill before buying the railway station, its land and buildings and some miles of track, when the small branch line was closed. In the middle of a long recession it went cheaply and he had to borrow very little. A bank manager he knew from the town card school gave him the loan, which he quickly repaid by dismantling and selling off the track, rails and sleepers and buildings that he didn’t want. At thirty, he owned a small empire and had no debts at a time when only the old established traders, the priests, the doctors, the big farmers had money and all the trains to the night boats were full. From such a position many men of his age would have expanded; he contracted. The only regular employment he gave was to a young boy, taciturn and intelligent, from a house close to his own on the same part of the mountain. Whenever he needed other workers he employed casual labour. When what was left of the railway line was broken up and sold off or stored, he began to buy old lorries, tractors, farm machinery to sell for spare parts and to put down fuel tanks. And when the four small railwaymen’s cottages that had come to him with the station became vacant, he installed bachelors he knew who had grown too old to work their mountain farms and wanted to move into the town. He charged them no rent and in return they helped about the sheds and in the big field of scrapped machinery on the edge of the town, while they were able. They were all silent, withdrawn people who spoke little, but seemed to understand one another perfectly and to get on well together without talking. When they died or had to go into the Home, he replaced them from the same stock, much as he replaced the black-and-white sheepdogs he was attached to. He did not drink or smoke and his fondness for cards was profitable. His luxuries were the new, expensive cars he liked to drive and the big meals he enjoyed every day in the hotel. With thick curly brown hair, an alert, pleasant appearance, his manner easy and assured, he was attractive to women in spite of an unconcealed, long-held determination to avoid marriage as he had avoided school. When he had the lorries on the road, he had several girls, all of them small and pretty; and then after a few years there was just the one girl, small too and pretty, Annie May McKiernan, and for nine years they went out together, meeting on the same two evenings every week.
He called for her in his big car where she lived with her parents and brother on their comfortable farm. They went to dances and films and the local plays. Gradually, he became almost another member of her family, helping her brother with the machinery on the farm, driving her parents to the seaside at Strandhill and Bundoran and later to Manor-hamilton Hospital.
When her father and then her mother died, he was as helpful and as present about the house as any member of the family, but soon afterwards her brother wanted to marry and bring a young woman into the house. Pressure was put on Annie May and on her suitor of many years. As they exchanged presents that Christmas while sitting in the big car, she said, in her placid way, ‘Aunt Mary wants me to go out to her in New York. You know, if something doesn’t happen soon I think I’ll go out to America around Easter.’
It would not have been possible for her to be more direct, and he understood perfectly. There must have been an interminable silence, but the same negative resourcefulness that had frustrated every attempt to force him to go back to school won out over affection and scruples.
‘You know, Annie May, with the way this country is going I doubt but America will be the end of us all yet.’
No door was ever closed more softly or with more finality. She did not go to New York at Easter but married old Paddy Fitzgerald, a cattle dealer, in an arranged match.
The only change afterwards in the Shah’s life was that he went to the local cinema on his own and took to visiting the houses of his sisters and brother more often, especially on Sundays.
Only his fellow card players in the poker school ever had the temerity to test the wall of stolidity he presented to the world.
‘Did you see that Annie May McKiernan got married to old Paddy Fitzgerald?’ was slipped in with seeming casualness as cards were dealt.
Feet sought other feet beneath the table. His reaction could not be predicted. There was none. All the cards were played and the winnings gathered in.
‘I’m afraid you missed out there,’ was risked as new hands were dealt. ‘You didn’t move quick enough when you had the chance.’
‘If she had waited another few years she’d have been safe,’ he said at last.
The whole table erupted in laughter, but he did not even smile as his gaze travelled evenly from face to face and back to his hand.
‘Diamonds are trumps,’ he said, and the intensity of the game resumed. ‘Let the best man win.’
He and Ruttledge had always got on well together, and it did no harm that they shared the same first name. When Ruttledge abandoned his studies for the priesthood, his uncle had been supportive at a time when the prevailing climate had been one of accusation and reproach. ‘Let them go to hell,’ the Shah had said, and offered money for further study – he who had never been to school long enough to learn to read or write – before Ruttledge decided to go to England, joining the masses on the trains and the boats.
Not until some time after they had come to live by the lake, Kate having returned to London to find new tenants for her flat, did he learn how deep his uncle’s dislike of marriage ran, how ideal he considered his own single state to be.
He couldn’t have been better company the previous Sunday, wishing Kate a safe journey to London with obvious affection. The very evening of the day Kate left, Ruttledge was surprised to see the Mercedes roll up to the house. The Shah remarked on the gardens and the improvements to the place, but not until he was seated comfortably was the purpose of the visit revealed.
‘It must be a great relief to you, now, that Kate is in London,’ he offered in a tone of heartfelt congratulation.
‘I wouldn’t exactly call it relief.’
‘Tell us more,’ the Shah said indulgently and began to shake in silent laughter.
‘She has business in London but I don’t feel any relief that she’s gone.’
‘I know,’ the Shah agreed, wiping away tears with his fists. ‘I know full well. We all have to make those sort of noises from time to time.’
‘They are not exactly noises.’
‘That’ll do you now. That’ll do,’ he raised his hands for silence and relief.
‘I thought you liked Kate. I thought the two of you got on.’
‘Kate is the very best. You couldn’t get better than poor Kate.’
‘I don’t know what you are on about, then.’
‘Listen,’ he said. ‘If you talk to the wall tonight – answer me this while you’re at it – is the wall going to answer you back? Am I right or wrong?’
‘You’re right. Except I haven’t much interest in talking to the wall.’
‘Now you see,’ he said contentedly, though it wasn’t clear what had been seen, and when Kate returned he welcomed her back as if he had missed her every single day she had been away.
So regular were his habits – turning each day into the same day, making every Sunday into all the other Sundays – that when any small change occurred it was very noticeable. Only a few months before he had asked diffidently if he could have his meal early. He always ate silently, with such absorption that to be in the same room was in itself a silent, pleasurable participation in the single ceremony. Unusually, that evening he ate hurriedly, without enjoyment, and rose early from the table.
‘There must be something important on this evening,’ Ruttledge remarked as he and Kate saw him to the car, Kate petting the sheepdog.
‘There’s a removal,’ he said hurriedly.
‘Who’s dead?’ Ruttledge asked without guile.
‘Missus Fitzgerald,’ he said, immediately turning red.
What had happened had taken place so long ago and was now so remote that Ruttledge would not have made any connection with the name but for his obvious discomfort. ‘Wasn’t she an old flame of yours?’ he asked intuitively.
‘That’ll do you now,’ he said, and let the sheepdog quickly into the car before getting behind the wheel. He was still red with embarrassment when he let the window down to say his usual, ‘God bless yous,’ as the big car rolled out towards the alder tree and down towards the lake and shore.
‘It’s strange,’ Kate said, ‘to show so much emotion going to her funeral when he could have married her when they were young. He was fond of her. His deep embarrassment was there to see.’
‘He wanted to be on his own. He didn’t want to be married,’ Ruttledge said. ‘The priest, the single man, was the ideal of society, and with all the children we saw looking up at us from the floors of those bungalows, who can blame him?’
‘Don’t you think we are happy?’ she asked so seriously that he paused, and drew her close.
‘We are different. I don’t think we should worry it too much. We wanted to be together. We weren’t afraid.’
The four iron posts standing uselessly upright in their concrete bases had for long been an affront to the Shah.
This Sunday as they walked the fields he remarked, ‘They are a holy sight. Do you think will that Ryan ever finish?’
‘He probably will – some day.’
‘If I was you I’d get in someone who’d finish the job properly. I’d run him to hell and not let him near the place again,’ he urged.
‘I couldn’t do that. He did a good deal of work here when we had nothing.’
They walked the fields until they found the sheep and lambs in the shade on the side of the hill. The cows were lying with their calves in a circle like wagons a few feet from the water in the small field where old potato ridges were still marked on the grass. A little way off the old Shorthorn stood on her own under broken whitethorns that came down to the shore.
‘She’s about to calve. It’s not a great time – out on all this grass.’
‘She’s a long time with you now. A great old lassie,’ he said.
The cow stood still as the Shah put out his hand to feel her bones. ‘She’s well shook,’ he said. ‘She’ll have to be looked at again before night. She could calve at any time.’
They turned away. The surface of the water out from the reeds was alive with shoals of small fish. There were many swans on the lake. A grey rowboat was fishing along the far shore. A pair of herons moved sluggishly through the air between the trees of the island and Gloria Bog. A light breeze was passing over the sea of pale sedge like a hand. The blue of the mountain was deeper and darker than the blue of the lake or the sky. Along the high banks at the edge of the water there were many little private lawns speckled with fish bones and blue crayfish shells where the otters fed and trained their young.
‘I can never look at the blue of the mountain now without thinking of John Quinn,’ Ruttledge said.
‘Oh John,’ the Shah shook gently. ‘You wouldn’t want to be depending too much on John unless it was for women you were looking. John is a boy.’
The meal was served when they returned to the house. He ate alone, with the sheepdog by his chair, and no one spoke. The only sounds were the knife and fork on a plate or a stirring spoon and the small birds on the green bank outside the window. Kate and Ruttledge left the room and returned without attracting his attention. When he rose from the table he said, ‘That was great. God bless and keep you, Kate.’
They saw him to the car. The sheepdog leaped into the front seat and placed his front paws on the dashboard. He turned under the four iron posts and let the windows down to call out, ‘God bless yous,’ as he passed the porch. They watched the light flash on the glass and metal as the car appeared and reappeared in the breaks in the big trees as it went slowly out around the shore.
       

 They continued looking for a long time at the evening sparkle on the lake until a dark figure appeared in a pale space, walking slowly, disappearing behind the trees. When the figure moved across the last clear space, it could either turn uphill or enter the fields along the shore. So even was the slow pace that Patrick Ryan emerged into the shade of the alder above the gate at the expected moment.
‘Talk of the devil,’ Ruttledge breathed as soon as he recognized the figure in the dark suit.
He came at the same slow, studied pace up the short avenue to the porch. The dark suit was neatly pressed, the white shirt ironed, the wine-coloured tie carefully knotted and the black shoes shone beneath the thin white dust of the road. He was five feet, six inches in height, with broad shoulders, a remarkably handsome head, sixty-five years of age, erect and strong.
Ruttledge knew that his first words would have been pondered carefully, and waited in front of the porch instead of going towards him.
‘I have been meaning to come round several times but there’s been people hanging out of me for months,’ Patrick spoke slowly and deliberately.
‘That doesn’t matter. You are welcome,’ Ruttledge said, and led him into the house.
‘Where is she?’ he demanded when he was seated in the white rocking chair. ‘Is she here?’
‘In the house somewhere.’
Kate came into the room. She had changed into a blouse of pale silk and brushed her hair. ‘You are welcome, Patrick.’
‘It’s great to see you, Kate,’ he rose from the chair with natural easy charm.
It was cool and dark within the house after the brightness of the porch, the green bank outside the large window glowing in the hidden light.
‘You’ll have a drink – it’s a while since you were in the house,’ Ruttledge said as he took out a bottle of Powers.
‘I bar the drink,’ Patrick Ryan raised his hand dramatically. ‘I completely bar the drink. There’s too much fucken drink passed around in this country.’
‘You’ll have tea?’ Kate said.
‘No tea either. I came on a mission. I want this man to drive me to Carrick.’
‘That’s easily done.’
‘I suppose you have all heard that our lad is bad in Carrick?’
‘Jamesie told us that Edmund is poorly,’ Ruttledge said carefully.
‘With Jamesie around, this place will never lack a radio- TV station,’ he said sarcastically.
‘We’d be lost without Jamesie,’ Ruttledge said.
‘I suppose he told you that I was never in to see our lad. He probably has it spread all over the country.’
‘He just mentioned that Edmund was poorly and that old Mrs Logan and the dog are lost since he went into hospital.’
‘They are casting it up that I was never in to see him when I only heard today that he was in hospital. When you are working here and there all over the country you hear nothing.’
‘When do you want to leave?’ Ruttledge asked.
‘We’ll go now, in the name of God.’
‘Would you like to come?’ Ruttledge asked Kate, though he knew Patrick Ryan wouldn’t want her and she was unlikely to come.
‘No, thanks.’
‘I’ll be back tomorrow,’ Patrick Ryan said, but Kate made no response. In the porch he stood looking across at the four iron posts standing in their concrete bases and said, ‘I heard they are talking about that as well.’
‘If it wasn’t that it would be something else. There’s no hurry,’ Ruttledge said.
‘We might as well stop them talking, lad. The people around this lake were always known to be a holy living terror for news and they’ll never die while Jamesie lives,’ Patrick Ryan laughed lowly, suddenly in much better humour. ‘There was a boy of the Reagans down on holiday from Dublin. The Reagans were all doctors, lawyers, teachers, that kind of crowd and the boy was delicate. I heard not long ago that he’s a diplomat in Chicago. He wanted to visit an uncle, the Master in Kesh, and they thought him too delicate to walk or cycle, so they harnessed up an old quiet pony they had. I’m not telling a word of a lie, lad, but the mile by the lake took longer than the other five miles to Kesh. They were all out. They wanted to know who he was, where he was from, who he was staying with – though they all knew the pony and cart well – and where was he going and what was he doing in this part of the country. It was like having to pass through customs and excise. They got in between the shaft of the cart and the pony’s shoulder so that the poor gossen couldn’t move until they had extracted every word of flesh. If he had a loudspeaker to broadcast the details, hours could have been saved, but they all had to find out for themselves. It was dark by the time he got to Kesh and they were beginning to be worried. I’m telling you, lad, those people will never die while Jamesie is cycling around.’
‘Jamesie is marvellous,’ Ruttledge said.
‘He’s a pure child, lad. He’ll never grow up,’ he said dismissively. ‘There’s been a big clear-out since young Reagan came round the lake in the pony and cart. The country was walking with people then. After us there’ll be nothing but the water hen and the swan.’
They passed the wide opening down to the lake where earlier Cecil Pierce had sat fishing from the transport box with the tractor running. ‘Cecil has gone home to do the milking. He was fishing here all day,’ Ruttledge said.
‘No better sort than poor Cecil,’ Patrick Ryan said. ‘I never heard a mean word about anybody from Cecil’s mouth. You’d think that crowd up in the North would learn something, lad, and get on like Cecil and us.’
‘It’s different up there.’
‘How could it be different?’
‘They are more equal there and hate one another. There were never many Protestants here. When there are only a few, they have to keep their heads low whether it suits or not, like the Irish in England when a bomb goes off. Cecil would want to keep his head low whether they were many or few. He is that kind of person.’
‘They are a bad old bitter crowd up there. They’ll eat one another yet,’ Patrick Ryan said belligerently.
‘Johnny is coming home from England this week,’ Ruttledge said to change the subject.
‘God bless us, has that come round again?’ Ryan said, and then brightened to mimic Jamesie with affectionate malice. ‘“Meet the train with Johnny Rowley’s car … There’ll be drinks, you know, rounds … rounds of drinks, stops at bars, shake hands and welcome … Welcome home from England … no sooner in the door than Mary has the sirloin on the pan.”’ He laughed in the enjoyment of his power and mastery. He had a deadly gift.
‘That’s almost too good, Patrick – it’s wicked.’
‘“He’s a sight, a holy sight,”’ he mimicked Jamesie again, warmed by the praise, and then changed briskly into his own voice. ‘After all that performance he’ll spend the next two weeks avoiding Johnny at every stop and turn as if he had grown horns. They never got on. For two brothers they couldn’t be more unlike.’
They drove through a maze of little roads until they reached the main road close to Carrick. In places, the encroaching hawthorns brushed the sides of the car. Some of the cottages were newly painted and pretty, with gardens and flowers. Others were neglected, uncared for.
‘You can always tell the old bachelor’s burrow. None of them ever heard tell of a can of paint or a packet of flower seed. The country is full of them and they all had mothers.’
He spoke of the people he had worked for. Many were dead. He spoke of them humorously, with a little contempt, as most of them had been poor. ‘I never took a penny, lad. They hadn’t it to give.’
When he turned to speak of the rich houses he had worked for, his voice changed: it was full of identification and half-possession, like the unformed longing of a boy.
‘Most of the people in this part of the country will never rise off their arses in the ditches. You have to have something behind you to be able to rise.’
Rise to what? came to Ruttledge’s lips, but he didn’t speak it. ‘I suppose they’ll move around in the light for a while like the rest of us and disappear,’ he said.
‘They wouldn’t like to hear that either, lad,’ Patrick Ryan replied trenchantly. ‘All the fuckers half-believe they are going to be the Big Exception and live for ever.’
The spires of the churches on the hill rose above the low roofs of Carrick, and on a higher isolated hill across the town stood a concrete water tower, like a huge mushroom on a slender stem. The long stone building had been the old workhouse and was now part of the hospital. Age had softened the grey Victorian harshness of the stone.
The open wards they walked through were orderly and clean. The men in the military rows of beds were old. As they passed down the brown linoleum-covered corridor, many were in their own world, a few engaged in vigorous conversation with themselves. Others were as still as if they were in shock. Sunday visitors gathered around certain beds in troubled or self-conscious uselessness, but they formed a semblance of company and solidarity against those who lay alone and unvisited.
‘It’d make you think, lad,’ Patrick said sourly. ‘There’s not a lot to it when it all comes down.’
They found Edmund in a tiny room on his own, a drip above the bed attached to his arm, in deep, drugged sleep.
‘Our lad is bad,’ Patrick Ryan said.
‘We’d be better to let him sleep.’
Patrick Ryan put the bottle of Lucozade they had brought firmly down on the bedside table, and without any warning he took Edmund by the shoulders and began to shake him violently.
‘Let him rest. You can see he’s very sick,’ Ruttledge said, but his words only increased Patrick Ryan’s determination.
‘We’ll bring him to his senses in a minute, lad.’
‘Watch the drip!’ Ruttledge called in alarm as the tubes and bottle trembled.
When Edmund woke he was frightened. At first, he did not know where he was. ‘Patrick,’ he said out of his disturbed sleep when he recognized his brother’s face, and offered his trembling hand.
‘Are you all right?’ Patrick Ryan demanded.
He made no answer. Either he didn’t understand or his attention was distracted by Ruttledge’s presence at the foot of the bed. With great effort he reached back to an old tradition of courtesy, ‘Joe,’ he called to Ruttledge and with difficulty again reached out a trembling hand. ‘You were very good to come. How are yous all around the lake?’
‘We are well, Edmund. How is yourself?’
He wasn’t given the opportunity to answer. Patrick filled a glass from the Lucozade bottle. ‘Drink this,’ he ordered. ‘It’ll do you good.’ He held it to his lips but Edmund was too weak to drink. Much of the yellow liquid ran down his white stubble.
‘Leave it be,’ Ruttledge said in anger and took the glass from his hand. ‘We are doing more harm than good.’
For a moment Patrick Ryan looked as if he was about to turn on Ruttledge. Instead he turned back to Edmund. ‘Go back to sleep now, lad,’ he commanded. ‘You’ll be all right.’
Edmund looked towards Ruttledge in mute enquiry. The face was as regular and handsome as Patrick’s but far more withdrawn and gentle and it was now refined by illness. Ruttledge hardly knew him. They had met over the years by chance on the roads. Each had made the usual polite enquiries of the other but past that point conversation never began, falling back on that old reliable, the unreliable weather. As with many diminished people, Edmund’s response was to rephrase each thing the other person said in the form of a question, often with an expression of great interest, even charm. In its humble way it gave the other every encouragement to continue. Many did not know or care that they were responding to nothing but an echo. Others mutely acknowledged that this was his simple way. Only a few were openly contemptuous.
‘Have you nothing to answer but repeat the words after me?’ his exasperated brother had demanded more than once.
‘Nothing to answer? Nothing at all to answer.’
No matter how much Patrick railed, Edmund remained safe within these echoes and repetitions. Now he was on the cliff-face of a silence that required nothing.
‘You must be tired,’ Ruttledge said gently.
‘Not too tired. You were very good to come. You were both very good to come.’
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