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Prologue. . .
This narrative sequence was expanded from the personal notes of the late Prof. D. Broghan of the University of Dublin, concerning his association with the deceased and was to have served as part of the forward in his unfinished memoirs.
****
“He was. . . quite a piece of odd work . . . wasn’t he?” Professor Declan Broghan remarked quietly amid conflicted thoughts to his associate, Williams, as their carriage bumped along the street.
Williams, concerned about speaking ill of the dead, replied, “He certainly was willing to work hard in the field.”
Broghan nodded, adding “. . . supervise. . . at the very least.”
For a moment, he let the memory of his first meeting with O’Meara flood back. The occasion had been the unveiling of a new addition to the Trinity College Antiquities Library. It had been some years ago and it had been a long time since any fine, old illuminations of any appreciable age had been found in restorable condition. Until the find.
That find, his own find, had occurred South of Newtown, Co. Down. Under the largest hearth stone inside a partially ruined abbey being restored for use as a local school, the parchments had been found in a copper lined wooden box. Several had been damaged by water and contact with the rotted wooden casing, but in the center of the package were four fine pages documenting the founding of the abbey and the Irish Saints whose work had directed its construction.
The monastery dated back to 1030 or so and had not seen any excavation, beyond the typical looting of stonework, since it fell into disuse, long before the famine. One of those monks who had prepared the illuminations had been recognized as an important historian of his time, so the discovery of work in his own, or his scribe’s hand, was thrilling.
That fortunate discovery and subsequent restoration was the first recognition Broghan had received as a new member and research fellow of the Dept. of Archaeology, at the College. It had led him to a regular lecture series and travel to Cambridge twice each year.
O’Meara, also a new faculty member, hired directly from Cambridge as a field assistant, had attended the unveiling. Broghan chuckled to himself as he remembered the intense young man, who had never spoken to him beyond the requirements of polite society or on collegiate matters, suddenly appearing almost at his elbow during the entire reception.
O’Meara had smiled broadly every single time a question had been asked of Broghan - especially from the press or any of the College administrative deans, often physically insinuating himself between Broghan and the interested party.
At one point, during a lull, Broghan asked him what he was trying to accomplish. O’Meara replied, confidently, that he was learning what would be expected of him when he made his own breakthrough.
“I expect that I’ll be getting used to this level of attention, myself. You handle yourself very well with the press and the politicians.” O’Meara added confidently
Broghan thought of the “compliment” and decided he would keep a watch on this O’Meara - there was something about his aggressive confidence that made Broghan wary. That decision, among others, led him to eventually take a new faculty position leading to the chairmanship of the Archaeology department at the relatively new University of Dublin.
It gave Broghan a feeling of academic and personal freedom, to be out of O’Meara’s grasp. By that time, O’Meara’s star had begun to shine like a meteor burning through the atmosphere. He had presided over important finds here in Ireland, as well as Scotland and England, where his especially dogged, political theorizing found a very receptive ear among “armchair” archaeologists - often retired M. P. s.
Outside of the carriage window, as it jolted along through the Waterfront District, the steady March rain ran in little checkerboard streams between the cobblestones, now dun-flushed through the sheen of water. Broghan pulled on his nose absent-mindedly while watching rivulets race down the carriage windows. The trip north led over the foul waters of the river Liffey, to Glasnevin - Dublin’s oldest graveyard.
Williams, not in the best of spirits anyway, grumbled about the duration of the trip and Broghan nodded, still gazing into the rain, replying, “Despite our differences, it is fitting that he be put to rest amidst the antiquity at Glasnevin - the entire history of Dublin is recorded there in stone. He’ll, no doubt, add another controversial 1912 footnote.” Williams chuckled and they rode on in silence, Broghan wondering if the speech in his pocket would be adequate for the circumstances.
Most of O’Meara’s long-deceased corpse had washed up on a remote beach 2 weeks earlier, North of Donegal. The seaweed gatherers that found it had remarked to the constable that he must have been somebody important, because of his clothing - expensive for that stretch of shoreline. The Donegal constabulary had checked through all the missing-persons memoranda from the surrounding counties, but did not turn up anyone matching his height and general description.
Weeks later, the news reached Dublin and the connection was made just as the College finally issued a missing person inquiry. Identification, though difficult, was tentatively confirmed through a soaked and tattered College Faculty Club card and a small captioned photo from a yellowed article announcing one of O’Meara’s recent finds in the Times - an issue from 13 August 1910, more than nineteen months before. After a few days, a photo of O’Meara posing with the ex-Prime Minister was recovered from his home and it further confirmed the identity - through the peculiar mother of pearl buttons on the vest. A poor end for a man of such lofty ambitions and high-placed friends, it seemed.
The gates of the cemetery loomed ahead through the drizzle. A noticeably short line of parked black coaches hugged the shoulder of the road. Inside, in the distance, a large tent had been pitched for the burial and for the mourners’ comfort.
Broghan mentioned to Williams that he’d probably get a chance to meet his old colleagues from Trinity and Williams replied diplomatically, that it was unfortunate that these circumstances were the reason. The carriage deposited them near the tent; both men opened their umbrellas for the short walk to the grave site.
Two groups of important-looking men – politicians, was Broghan’s opinion - stood a ways apart from the rest of those gathered. A small cluster of stolid, surprisingly cheery women who Broghan thought were probably his secretarial staff, if the reports of his personality and work manner were accurate), huddled near the bier. To the side were a smaller group of men, probably Trinity faculty. Broghan recognized two of them and he steered Williams over to join them.
“James.” Broghan called out as they approached. One of the damp men in black looked up from his conversation and hailed his colleague approaching.
“Broghan.” he replied, “come join us.” The group parted their ranks to admit the new mourner. Broghan noticed immediately that among the “mourners” not a single tear could be seen - the rosy glow of a pint or two seemed more in evidence - much as he would have expected.
“So, there was no wake held, I understand” he remarked to his Trinity Colleague.
“No, there was no local family, no close location and no remotely close relations left in all of Ireland. His butler. . .” and here a very proper looking gentleman was pointed out, “offered to help organize one if family was willing to travel, but that was not the case. The poor man’s now in need of work.” explained Professor James O’Beirne, adding “we’re all glad to see you and want to thank you again, for taking the time to speak here today. “
Another mourner spoke up “Yes, we all agreed that since you seemed to have known him the longest, you might be able to find. . . fitting words. He will. . . be . . . . . .” the man trailed off, at an obvious loss for words, then said with as much dignity as his red, glowing face could muster “…his loss leaves an empty seat at the academic table” Broghan concurred, still wondering if his hastily scribbled words would make any sense of O’Meara’s turbulent academic life.
The only positive attributes that all could agree upon were his outrageous confidence and unyielding ambition. In the end, the only thing that he could think adequate would be an itemized listing of the finds and discoveries O’Meara had presided over and written about. This would be the core of his eulogy.
The increasingly odd behavior, erratic mood swings and obsessive secrecy of recent memory would not be mentioned, nor would his annoying habit of dropping the names of members of his personal circle. A fine lot of royalists and Protestants, he noted from memory. Most of them would probably be happier to fade from all memory of the association anyway and find their next darling.
The clergyman he had not noticed before; dour, grey-visaged - undoubtedly Anglican, anxiously motioned for him to approach and begin the ceremony with his eulogy. Broghan noticed that there was one person, an older woman standing at the back of the group from Trinity.
Her eyes alone were red, tear-filled. She was wiping them with a handkerchief. Something vaguely familiar struck him then. As he puzzled over her stricken visage Broghan finally recognized the sharp features of the Head Librarian of the Old Library. He wondered how someone who had been considered (in his student days at least), a demon possessed of omniscient powers of observation could be moved to tears by the death of someone almost universally disliked.
He walked to the grave side and looked down at the bare oak coffin, then past it, into the gaping, dank hole below. Rain patted upon its varnished surface quietly and a small puddle was draining into the open mouth in the earth. He brought the sheet of paper from his pocket as the murmurs of the few gathered, died down, He began to speak. The words felt empty and dry, like cotton wadding in his mouth. He spit them out and got it over with as quickly as it seemed proper to do. . .
If with thy lover thou depart
To the land of Ships my fair love,
No weary pain of head or heart,
Shall haunt our slumbers there, love.
From the County Mayo Ballad: The Maid of Ballyhaunis (traditional)
Chapter One
Ten months or so before the dismal funeral in Dublin and many miles away, a solitary, grey gull soared high above Western Mayo’s rocky shoreline crags as the surf surged far below. The morning updrafts had buoyed it aloft and shoreward as the rain-heavy wind rushed along. The wind carried with it a salty tang on its trip into the green heart of Ireland. Far below, a rough line of brush atop a series of jagged cliffs defined the edge of a wide green pasture. It sloped gently between a pair of fieldstone walls running uphill from the cliff’s edge, about a mile apart.
Closer now, a few other gulls were seen. Their cries could be heard as they played the updrafts, dropping breakfast on the rocks from high above. The big bird’s journey had been a long one, from many miles out to sea and it felt its strength lagging. It needed a safe resting spot - not too close to the noisy rookery below (where it was a stranger), but still close enough to maybe steal some food.
It dropped down lower, surveying the enclosed pasture sloping up to meet an abrupt, grey stone outcropping. Below the stone, a few groups of sheep huddled together against the damp weather. The rocks seemed like a possible spot to land. Its eyes followed the ground uphill, searching for any signs of trouble.
The pasture ran further up the slope to another wall, much higher, where a rutted, dirt road made its way across the uplands. The gull noted a few wet spots that probably held runoff water, small rain-fed streams and puddles dotting the pasture, a few more thorn bushes and quite a few more sheep grazing in small clusters as it sighted a likely perch atop the outcropping.
Across the road and uphill partly shrouded in fine mist lay a small, whitewashed stone farmhouse with a ragged, thatched roof and single chimney. Nearby, stood a little stone barn with a walled-in but sadly neglected garden. A well-traveled path led up the hill behind the house. The path passed some boggy spots and reeds growing above the garden, then ran upwards to another intersecting fieldstone wall. It jumped over a wooden stile into a higher pasture, before its top-most details became completely obscured in the swirling fog at the top of the ridge.
Rain slid off the seagull’s back and wings as it swooped down to hover above the crest of the great stones. It fluttered momentarily in mid-air, and then lightly touched down upon the soft, moss-covered turf. Below, it heard a low human voice, making anxious, repetitious noises. The gull glanced down to where a sodden man stood motionless, up to his knees in a big, muddy puddle. Rainwater coursed in several rivulets into the pond from nearby, slowly increasing its size as the rain dappled its surface. The gull lifted its head and began to cry - or laugh aloud at the ridiculous sight below.
Down in the center of the puddle, near a rain-washed ring of stones, Finn O’Deirg kept mumbling to himself as the rain fell about and upon him, “Stupid, stupid. Stupid eejit.” he muttered, bitterly. He should have seen it coming. All the signs were there yesterday. He heard the croaking of a gull overhead and glanced up to see the bird fly off away uphill, towards the top of the ridgeline. “That’s it - fly off. At least you can.” he called angrily after it.
Finn’s gaze lingered upwards towards the rocks, where generations of O’Deirg shepherds had taken meager shelter. The stone wall above him had been formed by two huge, crevice-scored, flat boulders which rose, rain slicked and soot-marked to a height of more than twice his, their tops buried beneath a blanket of moss and green turf. If a person stood at the edge of the pasture near the sea and looked uphill, the looming stones couldn’t be missed, but they disappeared entirely into the seamless green of the pasture if viewed from the road above. Finn marveled at how a place at once so familiar could hold such an unseen threat.
This was fast becoming a critical situation and he knew it. He mustn’t move, for fear of being drawn further into the sinkhole. His shins, ankles and feet, buried in the mud below had long since gone numb; but he was shaking all over, drawing his oilskin coat tighter about his chest and neck as he hugged himself to hold on to whatever warmth remained. . . .
Yesterday, like the entire week before it, had dawned grey, wet and chilly. He remembered how the spreading puddle below the outcropping had swallowed up the entire flat depression below the rocks, eventually submerging his grandfather’s firepit and hearthstone. The sheep had gathered below into a soggy white mass - he didn’t think they had the motivation to get into trouble if he took his leave. He’d left early and returned home to warm up.
This morning after first light, he’d hiked the half-mile down to the outcropping, planning to set up his watch further below, closer to the line of thorn bushes that protected the edge of the sea-cliff. But when he got to the outcropping, he saw that yesterday’s puddle had drained off and the flat area and firepit were free of water. He decided to stay - despite not having really noticed any obvious channel that had drained off the puddle. That was it. He cursed his poor observation. All for a pot of tea.
He recalled, first arranging his peat bricks, tinder and kettle when the rain had let up, to brew a pot. He had thought he’d seen a glimmer of sunlight pass through the clouds and strike a line of waves off shore and honestly believed the worst of the weather was over.
Striking at his flint, a shower of sparks flew into the dry moss. In a few moments, he’d laid twigs upon the moss and a single tendril of smoke reached up towards the soot-streaked stone face behind him. Finn gently fanned the small flame in encouragement and with a sputtering confidence it began to burn with enough heat to ignite the peat, soon sending up its distinctive, earthy reek. Smoke rose along the main crevice in the rock face to the top, where the wind blew it off sideways.
After a few minutes’ time, with acrid peat smoke swirling around his head, he’d leaned over to move the kettle off the fire. The water was rolling in a furious boil that threatened to lift the lid right off. He braced himself with his free arm extended behind. Suddenly, with no warning, Finn’s hand and arm disappeared into the soggy ground up to his shoulder. There was a deep rumble, a gurgling sound and he found himself prone on his side with his ear pressed into the muddy soil.
“Bollix.” he shouted as he tried to bring his legs up and pull his arm out, but it remained firmly in the grasp of the earth. Struggling, he realized he had dropped a bit lower into the ground, as a hole began to widen around him. He felt too, a sickening, sinking as the ground beneath him grew softer and began to slip away.
As he was drawn further into the hole, he pulled his arm free with a mighty effort, and then slid his legs to a crouching position. He knew that this boggy country was known for the occasional sink hole and deliberately began to slow his movements, worrying that his exertions might trap him. After a bit more sliding, he came to a gradual stop in the mud.
Finn pushed gently with his knees to test the firmness of the earth beneath him. Satisfied that it would bear him, he slowly shifted his weight to his feet and rose. His poor feet were completely buried in the mud below his knees, while his chest now rested even with the edge of a large sunken area leading down into the depths of a still-growing dark hole at its corner. He shuddered as some of the looser mud slid off and drained away beneath him, into the yawning darkness.
He knew he had to climb out of there - and quickly. He began to stretch his arms out wide across the earth at the top of the hole, to better bear his weight. Grasping at the clumps of long grasses which grew there, he tried to heave himself up and out, but the suction on his feet was too great to dislodge them. He tried again, but this time, he felt his footing again soften, and then fail. He clung to the grass as his feet were left dangling free of the mud, which fell away beneath them. The grasses too, failed and he slid down the bank another three or four feet clutching them uselessly, roots and all, in each hand.
Finn began to panic. A bitter taste was on his tongue and his throat was closing fast. “Calm yourself, Finn” he ordered himself aloud. He reckoned he’d better count to a hundred or so to calm his nerves. He didn’t seem to be slipping any further, so he began to count aloud, in a quavering voice, barely audible above the rising wind. By the time he had gotten to “fifty,” his voice had deepened and he had relaxed a bit. He felt stronger and began thinking about how long it would take his father to come looking after him when he was late for dinner. By the time the gull flew off with a laugh, he’d relaxed enough to curse his poor judgment again.
Time passed and a light rain began. The sunken area, by now had enlarged to just shy of eight feet wide and probably seven feet deep. His head was well below the ground’s surface at this point. Just beneath where his legs emerged from the banks, a dark hole gaped ominously. He had managed to straddle the void, but how long would he be able to remain? He resolved to remain perfectly still. Stillness, he hoped, would protect him. He turned his thoughts back to Claire – to putting an end to a problem that had embarrassed him over the years as he grew into a man.
Boarding School had never given him much pleasure - he had missed his family and the nuns and brothers were hard and humorless all the week long. Little laughter or stray smiles were found in any classroom. He shuddered when he thought of the punishment doled out to those poor unfortunate fools who came to class with a smile on their lips. He’d run to meet his father and mother (while she was alive, rest her soul) on Friday afternoons when they drew up in their cart to retrieve him. He always carried an ear to ear grin to greet them knowing he’d be able to laugh again ‘til Sunday just before Mass, when fun was over.
Once, he’d told his father that learning seemed to make people angry most of the time. His father had nodded then replied, “My boyo, knowledge is a good thing. . . but remember it never comes without cost.” He recalled that his father went on to make a comment he’d heard almost every single day in the schoolyard “Better, anyway, to be born lucky than to be born smart.”
He had always agreed with that and had neglected to finish his schooling after his mother passed away. He had hoped that now, with Claire’s help, he could show his father that it was possible to have both. At least that had been the plan. Under her tutelage, his reading skill had improved steadily. He hoped he’d have the chance to continue his lessons, acknowledging that he felt smarter, despite the sorry state he found himself in just now. Improved learning had not helped him much this day. He wondered where his luck was now.
He turned his thoughts back, to Claire. She was the one brilliant excitement in his life, but he saw her so infrequently, he knew their friendship would never amount to more than that. Still, he enjoyed the little time he had with her, twice each month, on market days in Ballyfiggin and as his mind reviewed their last meeting, a faint smile lit upon his face while he shivered in silence, save for the increasing rattle of rain on slick mud.
The clouds overhead thickened and the wind gusted flatly. More than a few unwelcome drops of rain began to fall with purpose. He wiped his brow and put his hands through his coarse, black hair, wringing out the mud. His face under other circumstances, though old beyond his 26 years, might even be called handsome by some, but today, soaked and mud-caked; he had become a monstrous mess.
Finn waited, standing absolutely still as the faint sun tracked slowly across the sky above his head. The air grew cooler and cooler. As each miserable minute passed, the sky mirrored his mood, dropping down cloudier and darker. The sun finally drew down beyond the shadows cast by the outcropping itself and it grew dark. With a prolonged gust of icy wind, he saw in the last afternoon light, that water was running off the rocks hard now, down the muddy slopes and into the hole beneath him, widening it with each second.
Deep ravines began to appear in the sides of the hole, sending water, rocks and mud disappearing into the darkness below him. His footing began to slip down, dissolving beneath his feet. Where indeed, had his luck gone?
Chapter 2
With a shudder, he wondered how long it would be before he dropped into the darkness, now that the precious little that remained of his footing was slipping away beneath him. Fear and fatigue gripped him and he grew almost certain that his grave laid waiting below his muddy knees. Hugging himself to conserve warmth and slow his shivering, he began reciting a rosary under his breath, realizing that he hadn’t said one in a very long time. He hoped that didn’t matter to the Mother of God.
Just at that very moment, a heavy, flat hearthstone above, laid generations ago, tilted slowly into the opening and slid down the slope, wedging itself between his buried feet and across most of the opening of the sink hole. A dark stream of ashes, smoldering peat remnants and blackened stones from the firepit followed. As did his poor kettle - it slipped into the remaining hole and vanished. He watched with great relief though, as the mud, peat and stones began to pool up around the hearthstone, instead of running off and draining away below.
The great stone held fast! He felt behind him to test the steep bank and it seemed to be of a sandier, hardier soil than his footing. He leaned back into the bank, resting against the wet earth. His breath came easier and tried to relax a bit, though his knees were beginning to shake. He knew that any attempt to climb out now would be foolhardy.
The water began to gather around his ankles. In the fading light, he saw that the stones had effectively plugged up the opening and hoped that enough mud would collect above it to stabilize the slope. He pulled his jacket tighter around him, though soaked through. It fit him well enough when dry, but now, it seemed to barely cover his chest.
He mused upon how he had found adult life: ill-fitting, like a suit of clothes that bunched and lumped up under the arms, tight enough to make breathing an effort. It didn’t really suit him, yet here he was, dressed head to toe in his life as a grown man, but feeling still, like the boy he’d been all those years ago. Deep inside dwelt another annoyance, too. He shuddered in the chill as he turned away the familiar thought of being somehow trapped in this life as it unfolded. Well, he was trapped now - that was a plain fact: trapped.
Water was now well up his thighs and still the rain poured down. He drew his coat tighter about himself, but the shakes continued unabated. Water and mud now ran freely down the back of his collar filling his shirt. Finn felt its weight around his middle growing, but that wasn’t his only problem.
The water level in the hole rose steadily as the runoff from the outcropping and the surrounding pasture drained into the new lowest spot. Finn was tall - over 6 feet, but he knew that if the hearthstone held, if it continued to pour like this, a new worry might well become drowning alone in the darkness.
Soon, to his great relief, the rain lessened then quit. He looked up from his confinement and saw the clouds begin to part - stars peeked out from between them then were hidden again, but he ventured a thin smile, hoping that the weather was finally changing.
The poor weather of late had certainly done nothing but underscore his recent moodiness. Finn recalled last week, his father had mentioned that he should toughen up and bear his feelings better, which only stirred up more dark feelings. So he attempted to dispel his discomfort with all manner of silly diversions, mostly tallying up objects aloud: sheep, bushes, names of birds. He numbered, from memory, the trees beside the road all the way along to Ballyfiggin - on both sides.
He added up the different ways his flock might get into trouble, and then all the ways he could extricate them. He tried to remember his father’s and mother’s (rest her soul) families’ familiar names, but only got as far as his great grandfathers before the dark feelings began to creep in and plague him again, along with the annoying buzzing he’d felt behind his ears for weeks now. Annoyance, loneliness and boredom - sad company, indeed.
Finn had always taken comfort as a boy, in knowing surely how his lot would unfold, but for the past few months he had felt no comfort at all in the. . . numbing dullness. . . of his adult life. Day after day. All the same. Year of year, unrelenting. As regular as the moon’s cycling faces. Well, he thought, this at long last, was not boring, as he tried vainly to feel his toes and wiggle them. “WHAT A STROKE OF FINE LUCK!” he shouted to the heavens as the last of the rain ran off his hair and down to drip off the tip of his muddy nose.
He ran a muddy hand over his face as if to wipe those feelings away as well. He knew his father had lived the same life far longer than he, without a complaint. Clutching his coat around him, he made a silent promise to guard his feelings better when he got out of this mess.
He was tougher than that after all, he thought, recalling his father’s words “You’re made of tougher stuff than just the flesh and bone standing there - as tough as these old stones and tougher still. Tough enough to last on these shores and hold this bit of ground same as those who’ve passed before you.” Finn knew he owed their memory, at the very least, his perseverance, to show respect for their years of toil that prepared the way for him to do the same.
With an unexpected din, the blasted buzzing intruded again in his head - through his chattering teeth, it sounded almost like voices. He knew that he was alone here: wet and muddy, in the dark. He tried to shift his thoughts again to more pleasant things, but the rushing sound wouldn’t let up. It worried him that his last resource - his mind, was failing him, too.
The water was by now lapping about his waist. He began shivering again, this time quite violently. As he wondered if the shivering would be enough to shift the mud and send him sliding through the hole, he saw a soft yellow light begin to fill in the shadows around him. He heard someone calling out from some distance. “Finn? Finn?” he recognized his father’s voice calling, hoarsely.
Then it grew nearer. “Finn? Finn? Where have ye got off to?” he called again.
When it grew near enough that Finn was sure he’d hear him, he shouted “Da! Down here! Help me!” with as much volume as he could muster.
His father called back “Where is down here?” and soon was on hands and knees with a small flickering lantern, gazing over the edge of the sink hole.
“That’s quite a job of digging you’ve done there, son. I didn’t know you enjoyed it so” he joked with a straight face.
Finn scowled back at him and said simply “Get me out of here. Please, Da.”
His father withdrew from the edge, returning quickly with a coil of stout rope from the cart. He fashioned a large loop and handed it down to Finn. Finn took the rope, then grasped his father’s hand and gave it an affectionate squeeze. His father said “We’ll pull you right out. Don’t fret - we’ve got you now” as he pulled the rope, now securely around Finn, back to where their donkey waited with the cart.
After tying it securely to the scruffy little beast’s harness collar, he called back to Finn to lean back and begin to climb out as soon as he felt the rope began to pull him up. He spoke quietly to the little grey beast then slapped him on the rump. After a few tentative steps, the little donkey put his strength against the weight and soon, Finn scrambled over the muddy banks and lay sprawled on the rain-flattened grass.
His father withdrew the rope and held the lantern high to survey his son’s condition and the state of the damage. “Tis quite a miracle. Quite a miracle you didn’t keep sinking.”
Finn, regaining his composure replied, “Tis. I still remember the big one over near Ballyfiggin -remember that one?”
His father nodded, remembering the sink hole that had swallowed an entire cart, along with the driver and the donkey. “What was that, six years ago?”
Finn replied “Aye. Six.” Then added, “I’ve got to get some of this mud off of me” as he sat up, adding; “Now I know why you always keep that rope in the cart.”
His father nodded and smiled, replying, “Oh? So you think the Old Man knows a thing or two?”
After catching his breath, Finn pulled off his coat and his arms emerged, thickly covered in dun-colored clay mud out of which wriggled several worms. His shirt and sleeves were packed with mud up to his armpits and as he loosened the buttons, it fell upon the ground in a cascade.
He pulled off the shirt and stripped the mud out of the sleeves. As he wiped his hands and arms clean on the grass he noticed the light reflecting on what he had thought was a pebble he’d brought up out of the ground. He scooped it up in a muddy handful.
As he held the small, roundish object between thumb and forefinger he saw that it was actually a deftly worked metal bead. He turned it slowly as the soft lantern light played across its surface partially revealing an inscription that ran around it in raised, stick-like writing.
Some strange relic of some distant past - he wondered - and puzzled over how it had come here - as familiar a place as there could be. He concluded that it must have been lost, a long, long time before. Maybe even before his family had settled the farm. He dropped it into his shirt pocket and began to work the mud out of his trouser legs. His father patiently held the lantern up for light as he removed as much mud as he could - it even filled his trouser pockets.
“You’re a candidate for a hot bath. We should get you home to the warm stove and some strong tea -maybe a bit of whiskey.” He gave his son a hand up and the two mounted the cart. With a whistle and a shudder they were off. Their stolid, grey donkey began pulling them back up the hill while the huddled sheep, far below, grazed on in the darkness as if nothing unusual had happened.
Chapter 3
After bathing in gallons of hot water off the stove then downing several slices of thick bacon and a whole plate of potatoes with onions, Finn began to feel almost normal. At least he could tell where his feet began - his knees had stopped shaking, too. Two mugs of tea washed it all down and then he and his father shared a short drink of whiskey, toasting themselves.
“Here’s to our good fortune!” said his father, raising his cup. Finn clinked it, and shook his head. He then stood and walked over to the heap of muddy clothes lying on the floor next to the big wash tub. He rummaged about, retrieved something from his pocket, and then returned to the table.
He thought he’d clean up that bead for a better look. “What’s that you’ve got, Finn? ” asked his father.
“I dunno, Da - it looks like some kind of old bead, or charm, or something. It was in the mud that got shoved up my sleeve.”
He held it up so the light of their lamp shone on it directly. His father leaned in to get a better look. “Now, that’s something I haven’t seen before. Some kind of brown metal - brass or bronze I should think.”
Finn nodded, asking him “D’ya think it’s worth anything?” His father put his palm out and Finn dropped the bead into it. It was heavier than he expected and he nodded to his son.
The bead, or relic, was a bit bigger than the end of his finger, round and had a loop at the top, now flattened - to hang it, he supposed. He was not familiar with jewelry or antiquities but he could, nonetheless tell that its maker had been very highly skilled. As he rubbed its surface to reveal more detail hidden beneath the clay, the thin tracings of a strange inscription sprang up in sharp relief.
Rubbing it again, this time on his breeches, its fine surface detail began to be revealed - small rectangular engraved shapes arranged in fours to form, irregular linked crosses. Above and below the inscription, encircling the middle were raised lines that resembled braided or knotted cords. At the very bottom of the bead was a small rimmed hole that might have once held a stone. Very skilled work indeed, he mused to himself and again thought it strange that it should have been found here.
“Well. . .” his father began. Raising it again to his eye and rolling it this way and that, he continued “if it is, it would be the very first time anything of value’s come out of your hand”, giving his son a sly wink. He squinted hard at it and frowned, puzzled. He went on. . . “It looks like brass or something. . . it’s not gold and it’s got some tricky writing on it.”
He brought it back to his son, dropping it in his son’s hand “it is very old, but maybe not too lucky, or maybe it is lucky - I guess we’ll find out,” he concluded in mock gravity. “We’ve got another joyful day ahead of us tomorrow, so I’ll leave it back in your care and be off to my bed.” He yawned and cleared the table of the rest of the dishes, then patted his son on his shoulder and told him he was glad he got there in time.
“You might have dug all the way through to China if I hadn’t put a stop to it.” He added that the sinkhole would keep until they got a chance to check it thoroughly after their next market day. “Just drag some briars around the hole tomorrow, to keep the sheep out. We’ll worry about how to fill it in next month.”
He headed off to his adjoining bedroom, leaving Finn with the dishes and the bronze charm in the palm of his hand.
The next morning, Father was up early and left Finn at the table again, as he went out the door, calling “Don’t forget to put the briars around the hole.” then adding, with a sly tone “… and no more digging, alright?”
Finn nodded, muttering that he would – “they’re my sheep too, after all.” He finished his tea, slowly, thinking about his nearly being swallowed up by his own pasture. With a shudder, he stood and went to the wash sink to begin scrubbing the breakfast dishes along with the dinner dishes. He enjoyed this small job, as it required no special attention and it left his mind free to travel all over the world if he chose.
He began to whistle a tune he often played on his tin whistle and in a few minutes he’d finished drying the plates and cups, dressed in his extra coat, slicker and cap, and took off out the door and on his way back down to the lower pasture. He’d move the sheep uphill tomorrow.
Finn took a side trip to the barn first to get a hatchet and a pair of heavy shears to cut the briars. His muddy satchel bag was slung over his shoulder - minus his poor kettle. Lunch, the waterbag, a pair of old gloves and a length of rope made up his kit. He was annoyed with himself about that kettle. Some things couldn’t be helped, but some could and he should have caught it as it slid into the hole.
He passed the first of the bogs and gave it a good amount of room as he passed it, then passed the rocks, where he had nearly been swallowed up. From that vantage point, he saw nothing that seemed out of the ordinary - and continued past, down to the lower pasture. He found the sheep below him, spread along the boundary of briars and yews that divided the pasture from the cliffs and the sea below. So far, this morning, the clouds had only looked dark and ominous - no rain had yet fallen and as the wind was abating, he was pretty confident he’d stay dry for the time being.
The salty tang of soft breeze off the water met his nostrils as he neared the edge of the pasture. A ewe and her lamb scattered as he approached, joining a group nearby. She looked back, surprised that he would disturb their grazing.
Silly sheep, he thought to himself as he cast his eyes about selecting small or broken bushes to feel the bite of his hatchet. In an hour’s time he had gathered a good sized pile of them then tied the rope he had in his bag around the lot and began dragging them back up the hill to the outcropping.
Another small group of four ewes and three lambs scattered away from him as he approached the flat area before the rocks. He stopped to wipe his brow, as the sweat had soaked his cap band and was running into his eyes.
Before him was a deep, muddy sump where the firepit used to be. Against the nearest rock face stood his crook staff, right where he’d left it. The place that had been a secure resting spot for many generations - all the generations of his family - now gone down a muddy hole.
Finn dragged the briars around the hole, cutting off stray branches here and there to fortify the barrier he was building. He stopped to put on his heavy gloves, but the sharp thorns found his fingers anyway as he wove the cut brush into a thick thorny fence. He wove the last branches from adjoining bushes together until the barrier seemed impenetrable, then tossed the rest over and down into the hole.
He found a large boulder off to the side had not been dragged into the hole and straddled it to take a moment’s rest. He looked down the slope and counted the flock - all were there, but not all were grazing safely. A young ewe was nibbling at a bush on the boundary and soon might tread out upon the cliff’s edge. He put the soggy cap back on his head and sprang up to his feet. Finn started down the hill at a quick trot to intercede.
Sheep were simple creatures. He considered how despite their having raised scores of generations of lambs on these very pastures, sheep never seemed to learn from their own close calls. Their home grasslands were as new to them each day as if it had been a whole new country. Dangers such as low boggy ground, or rock holes, or even a steep outcropping always seemed to attract and catch one or more of them completely unawares.
The trip downhill took all of two minutes and he had raised another good sweat by the time he slowed to approach the wayward ewe. Fortunately, the breeze had built a bit again and rose from the cliffs in a cooling blast which ran uphill. He removed his cap and stuffed it into his back pocket, then crouching, so he wouldn’t startle her, he crept up until he was close enough to dash between her and the bushes, now only a few yards apart.
His sudden movement, waving his arms, whistling and calling “Shoo ‘way!” helped her decide to retreat, then run back towards the flock. Their sheepdog would have taken care of this in quick order, if she was still alive, he thought sadly. His task completed, he relaxed and taking a quick look over the brush to the sea beyond, decided to part the bushes and sit on a familiar high rock at the cliff’s top where he liked to catch the morning light.
The rock projected out a few feet over the cliff’s edge and was wind-worn, almost smooth. He took his usual seat and caught the scattered morning sun on his face. He sat with his feet dangling down - the angry surf pounding at the broken rocks far below. The muted sound soothed him while he watched the sea to the West as it caught the light and reflected it back in small, lacy patterns on the water.
Soft sea breezes blowing in from the West led his mind to wander. He sat there for a moment, over the sea at the rocky terminus of the continent, the sea below doing its best to wear their land away. His memory drifted to the stories of the scattered remnants of the family - now far to the West over the sea. Seabirds were rising out of their nests and he could hear their voices calling to each other.
The view was beautiful, if a bit lonely and soon, he rose and returned uphill to the rocks. As he walked, he remembered his father’s admonition years ago about spending too much time near the edge of the sea: “If you aren’t careful, it will call to you and then where will I be with all these sheep to tend?”
Father often told stories about how years ago, before he was born, when the O’Deirg land had been unable to support the four families who lived upon it, his older brothers left it all in the care of their father. They sold everything they could from their homes, then, so the decision would be permanent, tore down their small stone houses, leaving the largest one standing. They then left for America and never looked back. Some place in far-off Pennsylvania, he remembered from one of their infrequent letters.
Piles of stones were all that were left to witness their having ever trod the land. He considered all the ways he, his grandfather (while he had lived) and his father had used up those stones over the years: pasture walls, steps, extending the barn and his mother’s garden walls, all laid by hand from the ruins of the other homes. He wondered how the relatives, so far away, had done for themselves and often wondered how he would have grown up had he had the company of close relatives nearby. He probably wouldn’t have had to work so hard.
Over the years, the little family farm dwindled down to just two souls - Finn and his father. They lived simply; tending their chores and watching the seasons bring what they would. They had kept chickens and goats, as well, besides the sheep and of course, once had a vegetable patch to boast about - if anyone cared to hear.
Farm life had never been a holiday and he remembered that more than once it looked like they might have to sell off, but the land always found an unexpected way to provide. Besides the wool, his mother’s garden, on a miraculously fertile patch behind the house and watered by a year ‘round spring, had usually provided much more than they needed. They took vegetables and flowers to sell at market in their cart.
He recalled spending exciting days in town, huddled with his sister in the cart as his mother made her deals with the local folks. Everyone’s tongue would be wagging at once and the conversations often sounded like chickens squawking to his young ears. It was at the market, he recalled, an old tinker gave him his first crude pennywhistle.
He patted his vest where his well-worn black tin whistle rested in an inside pocket. Its plaintive melodies brought him comfort during the long days with the flock and he had become, if anyone cared to hear, a fine whistler.
The inn keepers had always been regular customers for his mother’s produce and he remembered the fun of unloading the herbs and vegetables at the inn kitchen doors under his sister’s watchful eye. Sometimes the baskets were far too big for him to carry, so she often laughed at him for being such a good-for-nothing. He missed her, but most days were so busy that he had little time to think about the past. He and his father had carefully grown their flock to now just over 100 animals and between the two of them it was all they could manage to keep them fed, safe and healthy.
He climbed to his feet as the first drops hit his bare head. It began to rain, so he pulled on his cap and began running back uphill to the shelter of the outcropping. Arriving as the rain began to pour in earnest, he moved carefully back around the briar fence and under the overhang to stay at least partly dry, settled against the rock and looked out on the pasture below and the sea to the West.
The black tin whistle came out of the pocket and in a few minutes, its melancholy notes rose in the teeming, damp air - blending with the cries of the seabirds at the edge of the familiar world.
Chapter 4
Finn awoke with a start, rubbing his eyes at the brightness around him. Some days had passed, wet and grey, but this morning, the sunrise was breaking through the clouds. An almost cheery light traced the walls of his small room. One small sunbeam had made its way through his shuttered back window to illuminate his bed in a golden glow. The straw protruding from his mattress tick shone brightly gold where it could be seen.
Next to the bed there was a small table and next to that a three-legged stool. On its surface rested a small, squat oil lamp and a spent taper. His satchel lay on the stone floor next to the table where, as its flap was open, his teacup could be seen just inside. Hearing the rustling of his father’s footsteps and the sound of the small stove door being opened as the fire was tended, he swung his legs out of bed and stood to dress. He hoped the kettle was already on.
The past few days had been very busy. The flock had been moved to the higher pastures and he had been chasing after them until he was footsore - keeping them out of the thorn thickets which dotted the higher pastures. He preferred the lower pasture with its rock shelter, but sheep must be moved and besides, he knew he’d be moving them right back soon enough.
Pulling on his breeches, he reached for his shirt - a grey homespun lying beneath his waistcoat on the table. As he pulled out the shirt, the waistcoat rolled over and out of its now open pocket rolled the strange bead. He picked it up and said to himself “Not much worse for the wear - ages and ages of wear,” dropping it into his trousers pocket.
Walking to the nearest window he drew back the shutters to see the soft, early morning light on the turf beyond the front of the house. The sun was touching the green slope here and there down to the road and a smoky mist gathered everywhere as it rose higher. As the smell of toast began to creep under the door, he turned and stepped through the door into the outer room. Father had the kettle at the table and was pouring two large cups. He asked Finn if he could look at the old bead again and as Finn took his seat, he laid it on the table.
Over their tea and toasted bread, he told his son that last night he remembered that he had heard of that kind of old stick writing before. There had been news that some old stone road markers had been unearthed a county over, just South of Ballyfiggin, at the South end of the Partry Mountains. They had some of that tricky stick writing on them.
He went on to mention that he’d heard that folks came up from the College in Dublin to see if they could read the writing - some big professor and such folks - they dug a lot of holes, made drawings and measured everything, then wrote it all down. They were planning to take the stones away.
“It was just two weeks ago, at the Inn, that I heard this” said his father. “Maybe these folks are still about. Come market day, Monday, we’ll go find them and see if they can tell us anything about your bauble” He returned to his breakfast, as Finn sat deep in thought: two more days and I’ll drink sweet tea again.
They spoke of the shearing jobs ahead and how glad they both were that the struggles and cost of the lambing season was well behind them. They spoke sadly of the loss of three ewes before they had the chance to attend their labor. Finn rubbed his hands remembering how hard it had been to turn the last bad presentation. His hand and wrist were sore for a week. It had been a tight squeeze, but both lambs and that ewe were now in fine kit - happy and grazing well.
He smiled and nodded at his father, saying that there was shearing to be done after breakfast and wiping his tea-soaked mustache on his sleeve, rose to begin his day as the morning sunlight finally broke brilliantly through the un-shuttered window.
Gathering the flock into their stone-walled paddock was the easy part - the shearing process was more than difficult. It was an ordeal - both for men and sheep. The shears had been sharpened and there were buckets of salve to soothe the inevitable cuts, but despite their expert handling and this being the last stage in their work before they could realize their income, the task ahead was daunting. No one looked forward to it.
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