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ALSO BY BRIAN KEENAN

An Evil Cradling

Between Extremes (with John McCarthy)


TO ALL THE MUSICIANS OF IRELAND,

ESPECIALLY THOSE WHO ARE

RETURNING TO THE WELL, DRINKING

DEEPLY FROM ITS DEPTHS AND RESHAPING

AND REDEFINING THE MUSIC OF A NATION


A word has power in and of itself. It comes from nothing into sound and meaning; it gives origin to all things. By means of words, a man can deal with the world on equal terms. And the word is sacred. A man’s name is his own; he can keep it or give it away as he likes. Until recent times to speak the name of a dead man would have been disrespectful and dishonest, the dead take their names with them out of the world.

N. Scott Momaday, The Way to Rainy Mountain


For Audrey, who wouldn’t let me give up, and Cal, who makes music for me.


Turlough

Brian Keenan
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Part One

GEANTRA
 Music of Sleep and Dreams
 The Early Years, 1670–93


One Remembrance of Things Past

From the journal of Mrs McDermott-Roe, lifelong friend, patron and confidante of the renowned harpist, Turlough Carolan

January 4th, 1738

There is great consolation to be had from Religion and so I write these words in my journal to comfort me in the days ahead: ‘For death is the destiny of every man; the living should take this to heart.’

Since Turlough arrived with us and his sickness filled the house, I have been reading through these yellowing pages to find some memories to comfort him. But it seems his memory is clearer than all my scribbling.

It has been more than fifty years since I began this journal and in that time I have witnessed too many deaths. Our nation’s history has given death a hideous face, but since I have been nursing Turlough I find that the true face of death is infinitely loving.

I know I should not be, but I am surprised at how much this man has involved my life in his own. His name appears on too many of these pages. Reading them again has exposed emotions that an old woman should not have. I am glad no one else will read them! Less than a decade in years divides us. His closeness to death forces me to contemplate my own, but when I am with him my fear leaves me and when I am afraid, I am afraid for I shall miss him so.


January 7th, 1738

I am left to do too much in this house. Turlough’s illness gives our servants an excuse to absent themselves from work. God knows, they do little enough. They avoid the sickroom as if death is waiting there for them, instead of Turlough.

Martha, my maid, has been complaining about his language. She thinks a dying man should not use such words when, at any minute, he might be standing before his maker. I have some sympathy for her, though it’s a poor excuse to refuse to clean his room.

I must find more help. My house is full of strangers eager to pay their last respects, but not one of them wants to dirty their hands in the place where death sits, waiting.


January 2nd, 1738

God forgive me my thoughts, but sometimes I can bear no more of him. Today as I sat with him I felt strangely overcome. I had been reading the psalms when I noticed he had fallen asleep. As I lifted his hand to take the cup he had been holding, his body looked cold and weary, as if the pain was too much to endure. For a moment I prayed that Turlough would leave this life. Suddenly I felt cold myself, it was as if I was being sucked into the body on the bed. I began to curse this man, who has so consumed me, but as I was about to release his hand, I had the feeling that this was not really him. I felt that the real Turlough was standing by the window and that he seemed to be glowing.

Was it our Lady? Was it Turlough’s guardian angel?

Tonight my prayers will have more passion in them.


January 5th, 1738

Turlough’s condition seems to improve daily and, with it, my own troubles increase. He can be like a wilful child at times. If he is not making demands, as if some things are his God-given right, then he is wheedling sympathy out of people. I have little time for his petty indulgences. But, as this has been too long a part of his nature, even the nearness of death will not change it.

Today Dr Bunting chastised me for refusing to allow Carolan any drink. He tells me that the man is so used to the stuff that it could make his condition worse to withdraw it. He even had the audacity to quote St Paul at me, ‘A little wine for the stomach’s sake.’ The look with which I returned his words informed him what I thought of him and his quotations from scripture.


January 22nd, 1738

For the last few weeks Turlough’s vitality has encouraged us all. He seems like the old Carolan, although there is a quiet in him which makes me anxious. I thought at first it was simply resignation and acceptance, but there is something more there of which he will not speak. We walk in the garden for short periods when he feels able, which confuses me because he wants me to change it, although for years he has loved this place.

I explained to him how over all these years I have pressed flowers in my journal and how their shape or colour transports me back to some incident that my memory had overlooked. He stopped and turned to me, then said curiously, ‘Yes, I know, colour has memory, everything has its own colour.’ Then he asked what colours meant to me. I was confused by the question. I take Turlough’s blindness for granted, indeed I never think of him as blind. When I tried to answer his question I felt blind myself and lost for words. As I write this, I am looking at some of those pressed flowers in my bible. Before they comforted me, like old friends telling stories, but now they seem to sit there asking questions.

I am too old to have the comfort of my memories taken from me. I am angry with Turlough and his unanswerable questions.


January 26th, 1738

That a woman of my years should be given to dreaming is too much, and to wake and not remember or understand the apparitions of the night doubles my desperation. I want to talk to Turlough about these things.

I remember those nights, many years ago, when he used to confide in me and we felt that the world was ours alone. He is often delirious these days. It is strange, almost as if he has already gone from us. But I feel his presence always there, invisible but real, like these dreams.

It is comforting how he confides in me even now. We have become so close that not even death seems to frighten us. But there are moments when I feel anxious for him. When he talks of his family, memory seems to pain him. Sometimes when he is talking, he seems oblivious to my presence.


January 30th, 1738

Last night in the very room where Turlough lies dying I was transported, as though I had to bring these memories to him, like frankincense and myrrh, to ease him. I will not call it an old woman’s foolishness.

The servants look at me and dismiss me as if I am a mad woman. Even my friends urge me to spend less time with him, for fear they may bury us both; but they will not dissuade me. There is some wonder in dying, but how can I explain it to them?


For weeks now Mrs McDermott-Roe had been visiting Carolan’s sickroom. She spent many hours there, oblivious to the daily needs of her household. From the moment she woke her whole attention was focused on his room. One of the maids commented that she was like a squirrel, darting back and forth with a store of winter nuts. But everyone knew the close ties that bound her to the musician. It was not only age, friendship or patronage, but all of these and more. She loved him as if he was part of herself.

She felt helpless when she entered his room. There was nothing she could do for him but be with him. It eased her own anxiety and loneliness. She made the sign of the cross and moved quickly to his bedside, where she sat wiping the perspiration from his face. Carolan sighed as she lifted him and cradled him in her arms. Her face was expressionless, but her eyes seemed to look right through him, as if she was listening to something inaudible. His chest heaved and, as it did, he turned his head into her breast. The deep-throated, body-jarring cough of the previous hours had exhausted him to this half-gasp. Tenderly she wiped the saliva from his mouth.

She was always struck by his impassive face, totally absorbed in his own imagination. For a moment her eyes searched his. They were a mask to others, but not to her. She knew the meaning of every moment of animation in them. She knew how he sometimes turned his deformity on those he wanted to dismiss: he would thrust his grotesquely rolling eyes towards them and stare, his eyes flashing with the bitterness of his words. She smiled and wiped his face and mouth again. So much of this wilfulness she had dismissed. But it was all gone now.

There had been occasions in the last few days when the man she nursed seemed a stranger. She could find no resemblance of Turlough Carolan in the face that confronted her. He was often delirious now and she wanted to ease the turmoil she saw in the dreaming face. ‘Mother,’ he whispered, his eyes suddenly tortured. His anguished expression sent a shiver of pain through her. She pulled him closer to her breast. The great Carolan was calling out for his mother as he stood on the threshold of death. She, who had loved him in more than motherly ways, could only be a substitute. The years between them were so few and even now he could not release that fearsome child hunger which haunted him.

As she nursed him, rocking herself minutely, she looked from his face to the single candle on the bedside table. He always insisted on a lighted candle in his room. She remembered his words from yesterday, that the light was near God, but the darkness was where God was. She shivered at the thought and clung to him more tightly, not wanting to understand. ‘Mother,’ he called out again, his voice weak and childlike.

She recalled the stories his mother had told and the brooding, moody silences and fierce anger of his father. She had befriended them while they were alive and had attended them both in their dying and knew more than most: Death was the great confidant. She had received their intimate confessions and built them into the texture of her own life. They brought her closer to the man lying in her arms.

Gently she eased herself from under him and laid him back on the pillow. His body seemed incredibly light. She pulled the covers around him, leaving his arms free. He insisted on this. ‘There’ll be little enough room in the coffin,’ he had declared.

As if she too had become light, she moved across the room and bent her head into a bunch of wild flowers that stood on a small cabinet beside the glowing candle. She enclosed her hands around them and, as she breathed in their scent, her hands moved up her face making a washing motion. She knew each of the separate smells. Turlough’s mother had taught her and had brought flowers to the house every few days after her son had come to live there. She had insisted they be left in his room and also that he should not be informed who had brought them.

Mrs McDermott-Roe had grown close to his mother. It was a friendship that the bond of fostering had begun, but which had deepened over the years. She knew each moment of Turlough’s life, for his mother had spared her little of it. She had confided so much of her feeling and beliefs that a part of her would always be with him and Mrs McDermott-Roe felt her close now.

From the bed Turlough made some childlike moans, then fell silent again. Mrs McDermott-Roe knew about his birth better than anyone living; when she had wiped his mother’s dying body she had a strange sense that his motherhood had passed to her. She folded her arms across her breasts and hummed a lullaby she had frequently heard his mother sing. For a moment her weak voice found new life. The soft melody floated around the room – it seemed to still and hold everything in there; it was as if the moment existed in its own time, disconnected.

Physically exhausted and with emotional numbness tightening her stomach she sat and watched the candle flame. Its movements were like the movements of his eyes. Memories rushed back at her, half-remembered, half-reconstructed by her own needs. She felt the soft light draw her into itself. The confines of the room seemed to fade around her... she was being transported.

Turlough’s father, Sean Carolan’s voice roared out of his grave and she was back there at Turlough’s first moments of life: ‘Ah, howl your whist. There’s pain enough here without the lot of you roaring and screaming. I’ve delivered more life from these hills than the lot of you have years on you. Now sit silent or shelter yourself in the barn and make your music there, the noise of you might be cold comfort to the beasts.’

The rough voice trailed off to a threatening whisper. The faces that filled the room froze. The yellowing candlelight gave them a haunted look. Only the laboured face and heavy breathing of the woman on the bed animated the frozen room. The women mourners shuffled together, their low voices mumbled words about unholiness and defilement.

Sean Carolan turned from the bedside. Emotion punctuated his words: ‘Enough! I have known the holy places of this woman as she has known mine. And what’s of me is returned to me and, by Christ, this life will be delivered into these hands alone.’

The women sat, silenced by the man’s speech. He turned back to his wife and whispered in her ear. His movements about her were equally quiet and knowing. Two of the old women left the room like shadows fading in a lowering light.

Outside a small crowd waited. Some clicked beads in anxious prayer. The priest stood, indistinguishable from the others. His long, unkempt hair sat like a mantle on top of the heavy overcoat. His boots were of good quality, but had obviously been retrieved or stolen from someone whose lifestyle was not of these people. That they were too large for him was obvious as he moved toward the approaching figures. Only the paraphernalia of the last rites glinting in the darkness distinguished him. He listened attentively as the two women spoke of what was happening in the cabin.

Standing away from the women, the men held their own counsel. The glow from their pipes lit their tough features intermittently, tobacco smoke seeming to freeze in the night air and then evaporate. Their conversation was a chorus: they spoke of the wickedness of the night, its bone coldness, the dark clouds that filled the sky, and of a first-born and the fortunes of life. Occasionally muffled cries of pain and curses from the house blazed out across the landscape, stopping their talk.

Inside it was hot and stuffy. The fire cast amber shadows on the yellowing walls. ‘Hush now, woman, rest,’ said the man, with authority breaking in his voice. ‘The lad’s fine.’ There was a silence between them as they looked intently at one another.

‘My God, woman, you’ve a tongue on you that would scald the feet of angels. It’s well seen why priests cower before the mother of God.’

The woman’s hands beckoned him to her. Her voice was low but determined. ‘Take him quickly, give him the air of the hills, let the stream cleanse him and let him see and taste this life before my love shields him from it.’

‘Do you know what you’re asking, woman?’

‘Even so, take him.’

Her voice was dismissive in its urgency.

As he dressed, he called the waiting women to him. ‘Attend to her and wrap that child safely.’ Puzzlement marked their faces as they scurried about, unsure of what was being asked of them.

The father stamped his feet into rough hide boots. As he stood, one of the women, afraid to look into his face, pushed the bundle towards him. Encasing the child under his coat and throwing his wife’s shawl around his shoulders, he left. Only his wife’s eyes did not follow him. The other women looked from him to each other, confused.

He emerged into the night, a solitary figure. The people gathered around, looked at him and waited. They were like crows feeding on a harvest. He wanted none of them and he strode forward. Only the priest moved toward him.

‘There’s no work here for you this night, Father.’

The priest stood unmoved. He was unsure. The eyes of his parishioners seemed to burn into him. Almost pleadingly, he addressed the man by name. ‘Seaneen,’ he said.

The man who had made himself a midwife, moved closer, but the low autumn wind could not cover his words but carried them to the assembled neighbours.

‘The last shall be first, and the first last isn’t that what you preach? And so it is with this one, the first and also the last. It’s fitting you carry that vessel of holy water, to bless the living and the dead, for the night has breached them both. I’ve enough knowledge to know that my wife will never carry another child. But this one will taste and feel the raw sting of the life from these hands which gave it life. I’ll be about my business in peace, priest. Let your ministrations be for that woman who has had life removed from her and must live with a new wilderness within her.’

Sean Carolan was caught up in his words, and the priest knew the power of them. The moment eclipsing life and death was greater than him, and a womb made barren by birth was more powerful in the minds of his parishioners than the tenets of faith he tried to teach them. There were moments in the lives of these people which humbled and frightened him. Then his need of faith was greater than theirs.

‘Be careful,’ he said. Admonition was in his voice, but inside he felt himself quake: pity and dismissal met him as the new father turned and walked away. In minutes the landscape swallowed both man and child. The priest stood enveloped in Sean Carolan’s fierce determination. Brooding under the shelter of the house gable someone muttered, ‘A man who will not bend to faith will bend to no man.’

Mrs McDermott-Roe heard the words, as if someone was calling to her from the far end of a great meadow. Then they were in the room with her and the room itself was filling up with the smells of old age and death. The candlelight dazzled her back to consciousness. The words had engraved themselves on her mind, as it seemed they had on Turlough Carolan’s. He had inherited the stubbornness, arrogance and independence that were so much part of his father, Sean Carolan.

What had happened between father and son that night had been witnessed by no one. But she knew, as she also knew the meaning of his mother’s insistent plea. The child had been long desired and his birth had been difficult. That he had lived at all was a blessing and one which only those who had brought it into being could return.

Mrs McDermott’s reverie became clearer now. She wanted to fill the room with his life and squeeze out death’s imminence. She wanted to revisit that moment and give it to him. What she had been told as she sat at the bedside of his dying parents helped her recollection. She began to spread out the tapestry of memory about the room. Her recollection was so clear, she could have been telling a bedside story to a drowsy child.

Sean Carolan walked sure-footed into the darkness with his newborn child clutched to his breast like an orphaned lamb, while the priest called the anxious neighbours together with the words, ‘The night has been hard on all of us. Let us find a prayer of comfort for those who have suffered and a prayer of thanksgiving for the new life that has been given to us.’ Obediantly, the villagers gathered round him.

Sean brought his son to where the river made a natural pool and the noise of its movement was softened and hushed. It was a small, natural amphitheatre enclosed by boulders and high banks of wild gorse. The moon was bright as crystal and made the yellow gorse flowers burn like candles.

The father knelt by the poolside, cradling his son, and dipped his hands in the water. Gently he touched the head, then eyes, nose and ears of the softly whimpering child. Dipping again, he carefully washed his feet and hands, then he stood and held the naked child up to the heavens. The bright waters of the pool were reflected in the father’s eyes. Whatever words he spoke only the wind received.

The wrap of dreaming fell from her. Automatically Mrs McDermott-Roe went to her patient’s bed and laid his head in her lap. She felt his fingers search out and probe her features. Delicately he fingered the dry wisps of her fine grey hair. Her face was wrinkled as a walnut, she was overcome with girlish embarrassment. But his fingers were insistent. They brushed across her eyes and flowed down the lines of her neck. It too had a lacework of wrinkles and thin folds. Her embarrassment grew, but was not noticeable in her words, ‘There are more nooks and crannies here than the whole coastline of Connaught, Turlough.’

She spoke, not knowing if he was sensible or not. His hands suggested he was. ‘I still see the face I saw too many years ago. Memory is never blind. Is it night?’

Her smile now was open and filled with relief. ‘No, the night has passed, and you are still an old charmer. Where were you, Turlough? I was trying to find you.’

‘Is the candle lit,’ he asked anxiously.

‘Yes, it’s lit.’

She held a glass of water to his lips. As he swallowed, little rivulets ran down his chin. She began to wipe his mouth.

‘Leave it. I like the feel of it, and I like your smell. Did you put some flowers in the room? The odour of death is not a pretty one.’

It was as if he had read her earlier thoughts and was teasing her.

‘Hush now, hush,’ she said, trying to dismiss the sudden pangs of guilt.

‘We were looking for the bittern. Did you hear it?’

‘Who was looking for it, Turlough?’

She had known these moments before. He would move from moments of clarity to a state of semi-oblivion and incoherent rambling.

There was a long silence, Carolan’s face grimaced and his eyes revolved in agitation, as if he was trying to look around him.

‘Father,’ he answered finally. ‘Father and me – and Seamus, Seamus was there – and –’

Turlough began coughing again. It seemed to bring him back from his imminent slide into delirium. ‘Sit me up and open the window, there’s a sun today. I can feel it and I can hear Seamus calling, “Turlo, Turlo, come on will you, come on now!” ’

‘There now,’ she said, propping him up. For a moment or two she looked at him, relieved that he did not see her wipe the weariness and tears from her eyes with her fingertips.

‘Do I make a handsome portrait? I may not have eyes, but my ears rarely deceive me. You haven’t moved from that spot for some minutes!’

‘Ah, Turlough,’ she answered tenderly, ‘you must eat, you look so wasted, and you’re as light as a feather. I’ll open the window for you.’

As she moved away from the bed, he listened to the rustle of her skirts. ‘My mother used to brush my eyes with a goose feather as she sang me to sleep.’

There was a long pause as if he was about to drift back again. From the window she called out to him, ‘Your mother loved you so.’

As if he had not heard, Turlough continued, ‘When I first went blind, I used to lie with my head on her lap and she would caress my eyes with a goose feather. Sometimes she would sing, and sometimes she could not, for her voice was choked with tears. I could not bear her sadness.’

She heard the anguish in his words and tried to lift him out of it. ‘Childhood is a wonderful place. We are taken from it too soon.’

‘I’m a little tired now. Maybe I shall sleep for a bit.’

She came to his bedside and anxiously began fluffing the pillows and adjusting the covers.

‘Leave them off me, for the room’s hot enough. But sit by me while I sleep.’

Quietly she returned to a chair by the window. She lifted a bible from a small oval table and turned to the psalms. The pages held pressed flowers and pieces of coloured ribbon. Here was a garden that only she and Turlough knew. She would walk in it now, alone, but safe in the knowledge that he was here with her. Even when he was gone, she would still have this secret garden to walk in, and where she would always find him.

Turlough had lied. He was weary, but it was not for want of sleep. He wanted to be alone. ‘Childhood never leaves us,’ he thought as shards of memory pricked at him, demanding his attention. He lay still, sensing the fading scent of the wild flowers, the smells from the open window perfumed the room. Rooms were always too full of smells, but the clean air uncluttered them and let his mind breathe.

Suddenly the room felt hot. He felt the need to itch. His skin was dry like an old snake’s and he wanted to scratch it off. He began to draw his long fingernails feebly under the undersides of his arms. It was no good. Every part of him itched. He wanted someone to take a coarse horse brush and rub him down. He smiled at the thought. ‘A bag of bones’, so many times he had heard horses described as such, and here he was, himself, a bag of bones. The room became hotter.

Cabbage, potatoes, buttermilk, the smells of long ago seemed to fill the room. The smell of wet earth and animals’ breath. His mother’s voice came softly to him, ‘You’re a strange one and too quiet by half.’ The back of her hand touched his forehead. ‘There’s no sickness, that’s for sure. But what’s going on inside that little head of yours?’

He liked it when she spoke of ‘his little head’. When his father came home and ruffled his hair with his huge hand it seemed to confirm the littleness and bind all three of them together. ‘You’re too much like your father, and if you grow up as contrary as him, God help the woman who has the handling of you!’

She would say this sometimes to herself, or to scold him if she was angry with him. For a moment he thought of the women who had had the ‘handling of him’. But as he heard his mother’s scolding voice again, the women faded.

‘He’s off far too much on his own, Sean Carolan. What does he do for hours on end out there?’

His father’s voice was calm and steady. He would hear it passing through their small cottage as if it held the walls together. ‘He’s up to no mischief, that’s for sure. Isn’t he always off with a line, fishing!’

‘Either the fish know he is coming or he throws them back, for there’s few enough he brings home!’

‘I’ve told him often enough. Fish with your fingers and the fish will fly to you, but fish with a hook and they’ll only look at you!’

‘Well, that’s quare wisdom from a man who spends more time looking into the river than fishing in it!’

Carolan could hear them now, as when he was a child. He loved to hear them talking about him as he pretended to sleep.

In his mind he began to inspect his childhood home. Against the wall was the well-scrubbed deal table and round it, like sheepdogs pinning it to the wall, were the chairs and rough stools his father had made. Above the hearth, which was littered with black pots and fire logs, a few cracked and patterned plates which his mother loved were displayed on a shelf. Even now he heard her voice as when he played with them, ‘Careful, Turlough, you don’t want to be eating off the floor.’ Near the door he saw the great weight of harness hanging on the wall and lying in coils on the floor, like black, shiny eels.

But as the familiarity of the room came swimming back to him he began to feel waves of pain cramp his stomach. A slow but searing ache boiled in his head, fogging and shattering the images. Suddenly everything was changed. The warm dim half-light of the cottage was gone. Now he saw himself, a child, in a field. In front of him stood all those familiar things that had made up his home. In the open field they looked strange, even frightening.

He knew this scene. He had long carried it, buried and half forgotten, inside him. Now it was back. With pains in his head and in his stomach, he was being dragged back. Anger, confusion and remorse locked on to him. It was as if he had returned, a stranger, to watch and understand what his childish mind could not.

Wrapped in his mother’s arms, he watched his father move in and out of the house. Each time he emerged carrying something – a table, a chair, pots, a bundle of clothes. All the familiar objects that had made the house seem safe now looked strange, piled haphazardly in the open air. He wanted to play this new game, but was afraid. The things of the house were smaller now and their shapes had changed. His father had changed too. He recognised him, but he didn’t seem like his father. His mother felt cold too. The breeze blew her hair in his eyes, but she didn’t comfort him. She used to dangle her hair in his face and make him laugh, but now she was looking away. Away from his father, away from the house, away from him. He wriggled in his mother’s arms until she set him down. He stood holding her skirt and tried pulling her towards the house and his father.

He wanted to be with both of them, together. But she was rooted to the ground. Silently he watched the strange men load his home on to a cart. The family dogs barked at the men and his father shouted at them to be quiet. He was frightened; his father’s voice was like a snarl.

A neighbour came up. ‘There, child,’ she said, ‘you’ll soon be in your new house with lots of new friends to play with.’

‘Is my father coming too. I don’t want to go to a new place. My mammy’s sick!’

The woman looked at his mother, who stood unmoved, her gaze fixed into the distance. The neighbour wiped a tear from her eye and whispered, ‘Life was never meant to curse us so. This is too cruel a day!’

As Turlough disinterred this incident, he began to see it with a new clarity, as if he sensed, rather than saw, the event and could feel what people were thinking. He remembered his father talking to one of their neighbours and he could hear their words again. Slowly, but clearly the incident began to unfold.

He now noticed the faces of his parents’ friends. Men stood with their arms about their wives. They wanted to help his father, but were afraid it would insult his dignity. Somewhere someone said, ‘There’s no one deserves this and no man is less deserving of it than Sean Carolan.’ The child did not understand them or why they were here. His father was silent. Again someone whispered, ‘A man who stands his own ground will have the ground taken from under him!’

Another voice answered, ‘Shut up man. Do you want to bring the same on your own head?’

Turlough asked his mother again, ‘Why is father bringing our things out? Is our house going to fall down?’

A neighbour spoke softly to his mother, ‘Take comfort from the child.’

As she spoke, his mother lifted him in her arms. The sun dazzled his eyes so he could not see her face. Only her voice touched him. It was hot like the sun. ‘Let them take what they will. Be your own man always, Turlough. No one can take that from you.’ Then she pulled him tightly to her.

There was neither defeat nor resignation in her voice. It was quiet and assured. Her husband looked to her. He knew her resolve was greater than the hills around them. He looked at his neighbours, who looked away or dropped their eyes. One of them came forward and spoke, ‘It gives me no pleasure to ask if I can help.’ Then, dropping his voice, he continued, ‘There’s a fierce pride in that wife of yours.’

‘Aye,’ Sean Carolan answered. ‘And there are some here who could be doing with a fist full of it.’

‘Hurry up there!’ roared an English voice.

‘And there are those who think they have some –’ Carolan’s voice was slow and cold and he stared fixedly at the man on horseback who had called out to them.

The rider saw the glare and goaded his horse forward. ‘Take no more of my time and I’ll take no more of yours.’ The words had the clipped precision of a man who wanted to say no more than he needed, but knew he must say something. ‘Come on, man, best get it over with,’ he continued, almost pleading. Then, feeling the mask slip, he said, ‘I’ve other plans for this land now.’

Sean Carolan’s eyes showed the tiniest of movements. His pupils constricted to piercing pricks. Slowly he walked forward. The horse shied at his approach and the rider seemed unwilling to rein it in. Sean Carolan grasped the harness. ‘This land was here before you, and will be here long after you and I have gone our separate ways. Be careful of your haste, for you might be buried in it before you change much of it.’

The rider looked down at the great hand holding the harness and knew that it controlled the horse. For a moment he felt powerless.

‘Come, Sean,’ his wife called. ‘There’s nothing to keep us here. The sooner gone, the sooner settled.’

Sean Carolan let go the harness and walked towards her. The rider felt himself shrivelled. He had come to oversee an eviction and yet he felt himself evicted. These were a dark people and their ways were strange. For a moment he felt as if he didn’t exist. He was master of nothing.

As Sean tightened the last ropes that held down the scanty collection of belongings he turned to his wife and asked, ‘Will you take a turf from the hearth?’

‘We’ll build a new fire where we are going. Ashes are for the dead, but fetch some water from the well. That’s all I’ll take from this place!’

‘It’s already done. Get you and the lad up on the cart, now.’

‘No, Sean, I’ll walk from this place. I’ll not be carried.’

Sean Carolan nodded to the carter. The man slapped the horse on its flanks. ‘Get up, girl,’ he uttered needlessly.

The cart moved off, with Carolan, his wife and young son walking alongside. They had gone no more than a few yards when the mother thrust Turlough into the arms of his surprised father. ‘Hold him and halt that horse,’ she called out. Then she ran to the side of the stacked cart and began rummaging anxiously.

‘What is it, woman? What are you looking for?’

In silence she hunted furiously along the sides of the cart. Her husband was confused and curious. Young Carolan’s eyes followed his mother. His father cast an eye over the cart. He had forgotten nothing and he wanted to be gone. It was hard enough to crush down his anger and humiliation and now they were being delayed. He began to itemise the things he had packed. He was about to chastise his wife when he saw her walk back towards the neighbours and the landlord’s agent, who was nailing up the door of their abandoned home. She had something clutched at her breast. Curiosity calmed him and he watched.

She unfolded a white cloth to reveal several loaves of fresh baked bread. She handed some of them to her neighbours. ‘God bless,’ she said softly and they returned her blessing, some with tears and others simply nodding.

One loaf was left when all had been served. She walked up to the agent, who was standing surveying the scene, and placed the bread in his hands.

‘May your house and your heart never be without!’ she said.

Incredulous, he said, ‘You would give me this?’ and looked at her to see what insult was behind her words. But he could find none as she answered, ‘And why would I not? I can make again what I have had before.’

With that she turned and walked away. He felt the heat of the bread in his hands and knew he had been given the last thing taken from the house. But equally he knew something had been taken from him. For the second time that day he felt diminished. He looked anxiously towards the neighbours. They, too, were walking away. By her gift she had reduced him to their equal. His power, his authority, his lordship, was only a token thing, like the bread in his hands.

Turlough was fascinated by the clarity of his memory. Its immediacy was frightening, but like other visitations of previous days the images melted away quickly. The moment had been so intense that he felt drained of energy. It was as if he had been part of everyone and everything that happened. He felt the neighbours’ pity and fear, his father’s steely anger, his mother’s pride and resolve and even now his hands were hot and stinging. Something in him made him feel more akin to the land agent than he could bear. Regret overwhelmed him. He felt his own power, authority and reputation were only tokens. Uncontrollably, a great sigh of exhaustion and pain poured out from him.

Like a mother bird, Mrs McDermott-Roe flapped to the bedside. Tears and perspiration had soaked Turlough’s face and body. She thought he had been dreaming and silently set about wiping his face and laying cold towels on his forehead.

Their coolness pulled him out of the emotional discharge of his memories, but could not heal the open wound inside him. Even as she wiped his face he felt the compress of guilt against his skin. His mother’s face turned Janus-like in his imagination. At once tender and loving, then fixed and admonishing. Her assurance terrified him. Beneath his breath he mumbled, ‘Forgive me, mother.’

The words were hardly audible. His nurse could only take them as a prayer of contrition from the dying. She did not understand that his anguish was not at the fact of his dying but at something that his living had wrenched up in him. As she fixed the bedclothes and pillows about him, he took her hand and slowly in a voice, part child, part wonder, part desperation, asked, ‘Was I equal to my calling?’

She was perplexed. The days of delirium had thrown up many things, but never this doubt and insecurity. Death was not fearful to Turlough. She sought to reassure him. ‘Neither this house nor I myself have ever doubted you, for you have honoured us both and brought the light of life to many more. So what is this dark talk I hear?’

Turlough only half-heard her. He lay silent and unmoved as if caught between two worlds, listening for other words of comfort. His mother’s voice came to him, anxious but reassuring.

‘There now, don’t fret, It’s only a growing pain. Put your head on my lap for a while.’

He could feel the light touch of her fingers stroking his forehead and clearing the pain, which came and went when it would. Yet being here, with her, at moments like this seemed to lessen it. In silence he lay and looked into her face. She gazed back, then remonstrated softly, ‘You do too much thinking, Turlough. Your head’s not big enough for all the ideas you have stuffed in there. No wonder it gets sore at times!’

She smiled and gently tweaked his ear, as if scolding him. He was glad of this, for he found it difficult to answer questions about what he thought so much about. It was too confusing. All his senses seemed to get muddled up. Sometimes he didn’t see things so much as hear them and the noises made pictures in his head, which became long stories. He wished desperately to be able to talk about this but it was too difficult. Anyway they were only growing pains and would soon leave him. Sometimes he wanted that to happen and sometimes he didn’t. His mother’s voice came again, ‘Why don’t we go outside? The fresh air and sunlight will do us both good.’

Turlough saw himself sitting by the open door. The day was bright and fresh. As usual, his mother came out from the house with her shawl across her arm. She wound it around him, telling him that he must keep himself well wrapped up. He watched her move about, taking wood or newly dried clothes inside. If the day’s promise of fine weather held, she would tend her garden. It was a garden she had never cultivated, but whenever she found wild flowers or herbs growing near the house she would protect and nurture them.

Sunday was the birthday of saints, she told him, and he should remember he was born on the Lord’s day. She usually collected her wild herbs and flowers on a Sunday, insisting that their powers were more effective then. He remembered her favourites. The white-fringed, puck petals of the bog-bean shone out from the dark undergrowth like a star. The squat, stumpy, deep purple marsh orchid with its slender stem and long pointed flower spike.

Once she showed him a slender white flower. She called it the grass of Parnassus. The waxy, transparent petals seemed too delicate to touch. Its name fascinated him, and this fascination deepened when she insisted that anyone who drank the flower’s juice would be enabled to write poetry. In his imagination he saw fields of words stretching out into the distance. When he told his mother she laughed and said he was already a poet without drinking any flowers. The names of the blossoms were poetry themselves: milkwort and wild thyme, bugle and bitter vetch; others were mysterious, St Patrick’s cabbage with its tiny flowers leaping up out of flat thick rosette of leaves and St Debeoc’s lanky, purple, bell-like flowers. His head was full of names and colours, all held together by his mother’s teasing voice.

Often she left great bunches of flowers with him as she wandered about collecting herbs. The smell of her shawl and the fresh picked flowers eased the pains in his head. But when the sun was particularly bright he could only see her as a shadow. Though the distance between them was a few feet, she seemed far away. It was as if she knew his thinking in these moments, for she would always come to him, her voice soft and reassuring. She taught him how to make garlands and crowns with the flowers.

‘Now you make one for me, young man. Don’t you think I deserve it?’

He asked her what colours she liked best, but she only replied that he must choose. He studied the colours and shapes before him and after much thought selected the deep, almost purple butterwort and bright white and yellow wood anemone.

Smiling, she untied her hair and bent her head toward him. As delicately, as a dressmaker sewing lace, he wove the flowers through her hair and across her head from temple to temple. When he had finished he leaned back, almost frightened of his handiwork.

Her eyes looked deeply into his. ‘What does it look like?’ she asked slowly, aware of his apprehension. He shrugged his shoulders, confused. ‘Tell me,’ she insisted, teasing him again. ‘Tell me, Turlough, or are you afraid?’

‘It’s... it’s... it’s like little blue flames dancing on your head!’

She began laughing, and her hand gently touched his face. ‘What flowers have you been chewing? I think I look like a bridesmaid, because you’ve made me feel like one... I’d better not wear it home or your father might get jealous!’

They both laughed at this as they made their way to the house, talking of where they would put the flowers. ‘When they are picked on the Lord’s day, they feel no pain and will last for weeks. But they must have light.’

Turlough remembered that he had never seen dead flowers in the house. He remembered also the wounded bird he had brought home and how she chased him and his bird out of the house, scolding him that he must never, never do such a thing again. Even as a child she hid nothing from him.

‘Death waits for us all, but you must never invite him in.’

The memory of her words jarred him. He wanted to be rid of it and instinctively called out to his companion, ‘Bring me a drink. It’s so hot I feel as if I am suffocating!’

The cold water refreshed and cleared the haziness from his thinking. But his sickroom could not contain his wandering mind.

He thought of his father. His mother seemed to come to him effortlessly, but when he thought of his father it required a more conscious effort. He remembered little of his first home, until now. Many years had passed and its memory had left little imprint on Turlough’s mind. His mother spoke rarely of it. But, for his father, it had been the end of something, and when he spoke of it his wife would sit in watchful silence. If she was busy with some chore about the house, she would occasionally chastise him. ‘You’re broody like an old hen that can’t find its eggs,’ and then she would turn on Turlough. ‘You see what happens when you steal eggs!’ She was never really angry with them. Her passion was always to protect her own. Turlough laughed and teased her, ‘You’re a broody mother hen yourself!’

He was comfortable with her and loved her more like an adult than he did his father. There was a distance between father and son. It was like a silent understanding, yet in his father’s presence he felt more of a child. He watched him as he washed himself before the fire. ‘Can you not do that at the pump, Sean, instead of turning this place into a stable?’

Sean Carolan’s reply was slow and patient. ‘I’ve no mind to stand half naked for the world and his sister to gawk at.’

Their conversation was affable and automatic, a simple acknowledgement that they were together again and at home with one another.

Before they moved to their new home his mother used to take him to his father in the fields. Sometimes, if it rained, they would shelter under a tree and his father would hold up his greatcoat like a roof over their heads and they would run home. ‘Without water there would be no life, so we don’t complain,’ he would say as he dried young Turlough before the fire. ‘Hot and cold, day and night, wet and dry, you can’t have one without the other. Without the opposite nothing would be right and nothing would get done!’

But his memories of his father after they moved home were the opposite of those childhood memories. Turlough never went to him in the fields and there was no laughing in the rain. Sean Carolan always dried himself by the fire and cursed the day he learned to blacksmith. When Turlough went to him at work he was surrounded by noise, with great hammers banging and steam blurring up as hot metal hissed into cold water, and animals whinnying as the forge roared and sparked. Father shouted when he spoke now. He said he had brought the noise home with him in his ears.

Turlough remembered when his father first came home from his new work. He was black and frightening. Turlough ran to his mother. Charcoal was a new word he learned then. ‘It was charcoal that did it,’ his father told him. At first he thought charcoal was the name of some other man and that he was a black man too. But as he settled into his new life more new words crowded in on him. They were hard words like his father’s hammer blows: coulters, shovels, rakes, reaping hooks, spurs and bits, stirrups, springs, spits, hooks and bolts. All these new words and their associations drove into his childhood memory like nails. They seemed to shut out the light. They were dark words... like his dark father.

Often now Sean Carolan would come home from work and sit moody and silent for hours. Some nights he would drink too much. Other nights he would drink with friends and Turlough would hear words like the law, the anti-Christ. They talked of heresy and apostates and of people turning, and all the while his father said nothing, but sometimes stared with burning eyes at his son. It was an old communication and Turlough knew it from before. When the others had left his father would continue drinking alone. His mother would long since have retired from what she called the conversation of fools.

In the quiet and dimly lit room, with his mind loosened by alcohol, Sean Carolan drew his son into close intimacy. ‘We inhabit another world other than this and it is with us always. In our language, and in our song and music. Never lose sight of this, Turlough, for whatever the world presents to us we have our own.’

Though his words seemed sad and tinged with regret, there was a quiet reassurance in them, ‘Look around you, Turlough. There are those who would see only stones and rocks and trees. But we behold a vision of people of great deeds, of songs and stories that holds the whole together and give it meaning. There is a presence in everything. Each rock, each stone and tree, and the river there, is a landmark built by our past and our people and everything in it beats with its own pulse.’

When he spoke, the young Turlough was only vaguely aware of his father’s meaning, yet he understood the sense and he loved the intimacy of it.

He would listen to his father talk of such things for hours. Afterwards they would sit together in silence, as if absorbing the mysteries his father had laid bare. Sometimes, overcome by alcohol, his father would lie back in the chair and sleep. To Turlough these confessions were a sacred gift from father to son. When he listened, he felt there was no age between them. He was less a father and more a confederate. And when Turlough went to bed, his mind was restless with the secret knowledge his father had shared with him.

In his sickroom, Carolan sipped from his cup. He was restless again and felt his stomach clenching. He needed to be reassured. Had he entered through the gateway his father had shown him or had he simply looked and walked away? The question puzzled and saddened him.

‘Did my father talk of me when he was dying?’

Mrs McDermott-Roe was perplexed by the question and hunted through her memory for an answer. But before she could find it, Turlough announced, ‘I think there were no two people more suited than they were!’

As suddenly as he had made the statement, he dismissed it with another, ‘I’m tired now. Do you mind if I sleep? It’s a long road I have been travelling!’

She was only too glad of it, for she was as weary as him.

‘Aye sleep easy now,’ she said, opening the door. ‘I’ll sit with you later.’

She closed the door behind her. He was alone and for a moment felt the room’s silence.

The noise of children’s voices coming through the window held his attention. Obviously there were more people about the house than usual. He listened to the incoherent laughter and shouting, and smiled to himself. It was like an echo of his own childhood.

Devlin, Corcoran and Shaw were his constant companions. They were at that age when their parents were glad to have them out from under their feet. Whatever reservations his mother had about their new home, she was happy to see him settled with new friends. Devlin was taller than the others and had a particular fondness for young Turlough, but his games were rough and the river was their playground. The race to it was always the start of their adventures. Devlin would pitch Shaw into the river, complaining about the smell of his father’s pigs. But Shaw was fast on his feet and called Devlin a great fat carthorse, slapping him across the backside with a stick: ‘Get up there, fat arse!’

Their banter was harmless and rarely ended in a brawl; Turlough was the peacemaker when it did. Because Turlough was new to the area, each of the other lads vied for his attention. But he was drawn to Devlin. Big as he was, Devlin was also moody. He was the poorest of them all and his one ambition was to be a soldier. He was impatient with Turlough’s absorption in the wildlife about the river bank. ‘Sissies can’t be soldiers,’ he would chant at Turlough when he found him studying the blur of yellow pimpernel and cow-parsley stretching along the river. ‘Here, take this sword I’ve cut for you and we’ll give Shaw and Corcoran a pastin’.’

So in they plunged. Turlough mounted piggyback on the great carthorse. While Corcoran and Shaw charged towards them, screaming and squealing, they splashed through the water. Devlin snorted and roared more like one of Shaw’s father’s boars than a battle horse, while Turlough slashed and poked at his opponents, half-choking Devlin as he goaded him on. Turlough was merciless in his attack. ‘Come on, Devlin,’ he urged, his voice deep and thick with emotion, ‘get in close and I’ll cut their miserable heads clean off!’

Turlough’s screaming drove into Devlin’s senses as he ploughed through the water, roaring in unison with his rider, but Corcoran and Shaw swung around him and Shaw landed a blow across Turlough’s back. Laughing and giggling he swung again at him. Infuriated, Turlough hissed into Devlin, ‘Turn your fat arse round, Devlin, for Jesus’ sake, turn around.’ Devlin turned and lowered his head to charge his opponents. Corcoran was too close to allow him to charge. Kicking out at Devlin’s knees, Corcoran soaked his opponents while Shaw wielded his wooden sword across Devlin’s shoulders. ‘Kill the horse and kill the rider,’ shouted Corcoran.

The anger in Turlough broke. This was no longer a game. ‘You skinny runt’ he yelled and threw himself from Devlin’s back, with his hand tightening about Shaw’s neck. Both boys plunged into the river, their horses stumbling beside them.

Turlough surfaced still shouting, but his words and abuse were smothered by his anger. He dragged Shaw up out of the water and, an imaginary weapon in his empty hand, thrust deep into his victim, then plunged him back into the river. Abandoned to his anger, he turned on Corcoran, and growling out Corcoran’s own words, ‘Kill the horse, kill the horse,’ threw himself on his witless friend and dragged him down, lashing and kicking, as the astonished Corcoran floundered toward the bank. Devlin was already there and pulled Corcoran up beside him. When he had caught his breath and stopped shivering from the nervous seizure the attack had brought on, he cried out, his voice quaking, ‘You’re a wild bastard, Carolan!’

As he spoke, Shaw shivered beside him. His ear was dripping blood, but he seemed unaware of it. The three boys looked at their friend as he stood in the middle of the river. The silence was thick with fear, confusion and anger. Turlough eyed his friends as if they were strangers. He felt he was not part of them, but also that he desperately wanted to be with them. He looked around and, seeing one of the wooden swords trapped between two large boulders, walked towards it. He climbed up on the stones and, sword in hand, called to the bank. ‘Shaw!’ Shaw and the others looked at Turlough’s solitary figure standing on its rock plinth with his sword hand raised in the air. ‘Shaw!’ his voice boomed out again.

The boys watched as Turlough plunged the stick mockingly into his body. Then, rigid as a board with his eyes gaping madly, he fell backwards into the river. A sudden silence met his splash and then was shattered by bellowing laughter. Simultaneously all three plunged into the water again and dragged Turlough’s corpse back to the bank, where they sprawled out, laughing and cursing one another.

As his friends spread out their clothes to dry and prepared to do some fishing, Shaw complained that his ma would skin him alive if she saw the state of his boots.

‘You mean your da’s boots!’ bantered Devlin.

Then they argued about whether to go hunting for birds’ nests instead of fishing. Turlough offered to stay behind to watch their clothes if they shared the eggs with him. It was agreed, much to Turlough’s relief. The day had had more excitement than he expected and he was happy to be on his own for a while. He lay back in the sun and closed his eyes. The soft sounds of the river eased him. He was frightened and unsure about what had happened in the mock battle in the river. His childhood had been full of stories of wars and great heroes. Devlin wanted nothing more than to be a soldier, but he was too fat and too feeble in mind to be a hero, and Turlough was drawn to his gullible ignorance.

He bent his knees and rested his head on them. For a moment he thought he was drowsy, then he recognised the slow numbing pain starting in his head. He had become used to it now and knew it must take its course. He thought again of the battle in the river in an attempt to dispel it, but it was as if the pain surrounded his thoughts and intensified them.

The noise of the water, rolling and flushing over the stones, was somehow transformed. All around him was the distant roar of war. He saw the river churning a reddish brown over the stones, turning and twisting round the corpses of men and horses. Everywhere were screaming and the high-pitched whinny of frightened horses. Voices cried out to God, while others blasphemed and cursed him. In such a cauldron of hate, killing was the only survival. Racked by the intensity of these images, Turlough opened his eyes.

For a moment the full glare of the sun burned deep into them. He rubbed them fiercely with his knuckles and tried to look again. The fields beyond the river were not as he remembered them. They were a battlefield of horses’ flesh, torn and gnawed by rats and dogs, like some horrific plague land.

Once more he rubbed his eyes. It was as if his own imagining had thrown up a screen against the reality about him. Now as the screen began to fade he looked about him not for reassurance against the horror, but to find his friends. With them there were light and laughter.

He stood up and without looking back walked to the trees, where there was shelter. He knew now why birds lived in them and knew also that he would take no share in the boys’ booty of eggs. Their shade calmed him and the startled cry and flight of frightened birds distracted his thoughts. Cautiously he walked away from the imaginary carnage.

When he found his friends they had precious few eggs to share; why, was the subject of some debate. Turlough decided to resolve the problem. It was a convenient escape route for him.

‘Those are wrens and them two are black chafers and your ma will do more than skin you if you bring any of them into the house. There’s a curse on them who bring those eggs into their home!’

Turlough’s authority was enough. None of them wanted anything to do with the eggs of such despised birds. Instead they insisted on getting back to their clothes before some thieving tinker helped himself.

As they made off, Turlough held Devlin back, ‘They’re neither wren nor chafer. Quick, gather them up. Only the winners get the trophies!’

Feeble as he was, Devlin was no fool. He simply shook his head at Turlough’s cunning and hid the eggs safely so he could collect them later.

This recollection lifted Turlough’s spirits and relaxed him. He couldn’t remember what had happened to the eggs. He laughed at these curious gaps in his memory and for a moment was glad of them. He felt sleep close now.

As Turlough lay back in the empty room, he thought that it seemed as if Mrs McDermott-Roe had taken with her all the questions his insistent memory had thrown up. Being alone, he was able to confront disturbing memories without being troubled by them. There was something joyous about his childhood that overwhelmed these odd moments. With the last residues of his companions still in his mind, he listened again for a noise. But all was quiet. People had left or perhaps been chased away. He let the quiet seep into him and imagined his sickroom transformed into his childhood home. At ease now he let the memory flood towards him, and with the flood waters came that grace-filled rediscovery of life that he thought life itself had forgotten.


Journal of Mrs McDermott-Roe


February 9th, 1738

It is dull today and there is a fierce coldness in the air. I worry about Turlough in his sickroom. He refuses to allow his fire to be lit. Though the last few days with him have been demanding they have also been quite wondrous. Turlough’s















































Absent thee from felicity awhile,

And in this harsh world draw thy breath in pain,

To tell my story.



William Shakespeare


For the dead are not altogether powerless. Dead did I say? There is no death, only a change of worlds.
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