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“And he shall wipe away every tear from
their eyes; and death shall not exist any more, nor grief, nor cry,
nor distress shall exist any more, for the former things have
passed away.”

-- Revelations 21: 4







1912

 The lighthouse beam swept ‘round the restless bay. As
the mouth of the Atlantic poised to devour the crag-shorn shore,
the lean-ed illumination cycled an eastern retreat. A stone’s throw
inland lay the moors, drunk with marsh and moss. The far-off beam
returned, etching the fenced willow grove through the encroaching
fog. Although there was no soul to speak, the winter night’s
unheard whisper grew clear.

Beginnings as these ne’er know peace-lain
ends.

Wooden wheels hammered damp cobblestone.
Just beyond the jutting knots of the highway staff – its crooked
arrow pointing in the opposing direction to Glen Kerry township –
the fog’s groundswell breached. Through the curtain of night strode
the steeds, eyes peering past their blinders, torsos whipped to a
wary gallop by a rosy and plump septuagenarian hand. Behind and
nary of consequence to them -- save the axle’s strain -- the
buggy’s leather-buttoned upholstery, collapsible roof, and
charcoal-lacquered finish were a prior decade’s pride: all shipped
(sparing no particulars) from the Elkhart Carriage and Harness
Manufacturing Company of Elkhart, Indiana.

Sensing their infuriating caution of
instinct, Bartley again whipped the horses. Had the faithful parson
his way – and Heaven’s Hell, soon – the stench-infested beasts
would grow infinitely intimate with Dublin slaughterhouse
bludgeons. After all, the Almighty intended human beings of
elegance to ride in the dignity of fuel-powered coaches.

Moonlight reflected in a horizon of wolves’
eyes caused Bartley to linger over his holstered pistol. No, he
deduced, the predators – holding vigil over the powdery bluffs --
were at safe measure from the swift carriage. But even at this
distance, the parson detected amongst the scattered pack the same
hesitation that restrained the steeds: an eerie, unmistakable
caution.

He told all who would question that he did
not privy himself to the vagaries of ancestry – truly, what was to
be gained by him of the finished business of finished lives linked
only by supposed blood? The blood that beat within his veins be
his, and what there’s be theirs and long since dried. He did not
privy himself to the ancestry of Founding Fathers, the unassembled
assembly whispering old wives’ tales instead of attending to quill
and ledger. Child corpses pulled from their kid caskets – the
rubbish of grave robbers ‘bout the land, and faceless journeyers
crossing through Glen Kerry woods never to return (have they not
heard of the appetite of wolves?). If murmured myth be such
association, then never would he petition membership therein.
Still, in the clip clops of calm, as no conversation would Bartley
make with himself, the dialogue of memory found itself rambling in
thought.

Heed the voice send: o’ moors clear
thee,

From the day’s end ‘til clock strikes
three.

Bollocks, the parson pronounced.

Weeping willow branches wavered in the
stale, still air. A lover of good meats, his stomach rumbled – but
tonight, not of strong drink. Bartley, astute, warmed his hands
tight in the sweaty reins and, leaning, scanned the moors.

Beginnings as these spring ‘e’er from
Emerald Isle sands.

For mere heartbeats, the shroud of fog
dissipated its patrol with an ethereal uniformity a king’s foot
over the ground. With a squint past the winding, crooked fence
poles, the image of a star-sparkled brook materialized. At the
serenity of the water’s edge, her back flowing in a wine-red cloak,
hovered the profile of a curious Maiden – ghost-like, but certainly
of blood and flesh. The laundress scrubbed a stain, submerging an
article. Her snow-like body suggested an indefinable age of entry
into womanhood while her unmarked face – shielded by long,
crimson-rose locks – carried on vague of experience.

Like the mist, odes of Gaelic – akin to a
forlorn lullaby -- wafted towards a transfixed Bartley. So focused
was he that he did not see what he saw.

The fog shifted, rising while descending,
reshaping while enstoning. Bartley blinked as though questioning
the genuine illusion now occupying the Maiden’s position at the
brook. Indeed, the cloak was precisely the same cloak, wine-red in
shade but (now) tattered a generation. The garment rested on the
weary paste shoulders of a stately Matron, hair done modest: a
maternal specter whose vigorous scrubbing segued into one unbroken,
banal motion.

The song chords, like a siren’s rope,
entwined time and yearning – yet the simple dialect was lost on the
parson. Bartley heard only a longing he could not comprehend,
spiraling around his soul like One of God’s Lesser Creatures
incessantly tugging at his robe, beseeching him with a common field
language.

Bartley’s veins shuddered, his skin beading.
His gaze unchanged, the view deceived. For as the mist streamed
amid unblown breezes, crippled over the forest waters was the
figure -- crimson garb eviscerated to rags, memories of fire-like
braids given way to rivers of soiled gray and beaten black
follicles. In place of the Matron knelt an Old Hag, canvassed skin
eviscerated against skull and bone.

And yet the eerie music echoed on under the
starlight, warbling into merciless, nonsensical pause. Into the
brook, emaciated hands dared. From depths shallow yet unfathomable,
the Old Hag extracted the cloth, breaking the surface of black
water and bright blood.

Beginnings as these into death live on …

…and on …

…and on.

Bollocks or not, ‘twas suitable to utter a
“Saints protect thee!”, his tongue revealing an entrenched hint of
Scottish brogue. No more would he pilfer the sacristy shelves for
Communion wine. The parson’s left hand made a sober sign of the
cross; his right tore the steeds bloody with the slice of the
reins. Down the cobblestone road clattered the carriage – away from
the haven of the Glen Kerry rooftops, closing on the barely
discernible firelight of a remote cottage. Mere minutes ago, by a
faceless rap on his window ledge, Bartley had been summoned away
from a full kettle of stewed potatoes and donated rabbit. A voice –
cognizant yet unplaceable in his Sunday flock – called out a name
hovering at Death’s door. Though now he questioned, he heard at the
moment an urgency that dared not be refused. So was his instruction
in Edinburgh, where with his old Latin text he’d been sent to be
spared a childhood of bastard whispers. A man of the cloth was
taught to make haste. Bartley made haste.

The lighthouse beam swept ‘round the moors,
exposing for a moment the foundation’s own curious fracture while
glimpsing the mist’s rapid retreat. The brook, placid-white and
pure, ebbed upstream. At the water’s edge, what beings had been
were gone.

 


*

 


Despite the veil of night, an unassisted eye
could discern the looming outline of Galway, rising like a
forgotten palace behind the sentry-like spears of the moss-rusting
gate. Beyond the expanse of commons gone to weed and wild flowers,
restless ivy choked the fading marble walls. Layers of grime and
ripped cobwebs shielded vacant, arched-temple windows.

Bartley dismounted, satchel in tow. Even in
gross neglect, the estate elicited patient awe. Candlelight glowed
from the sill of a caretaker cottage tucked outside the entrance,
otherwise dismissed -- an insult in the shadows. The dutiful parson
entered the eccentric preference of abode.

“Finola O’Grady? ‘Tis Mr. Bartley.”

He tossed his cloak – be assured,
subconsciously – over the O’Grady coat of arms, coattails
suffocating a trio of painted lions, halved in the colors of
martyred peace and generous grief. The church servant straightened
his immaculate liturgical stole, scanning the bric-a-brac of
rotting, hand-carved toys that festered the shack’s encompassing
shelves. A harmless slow worm escaped the cracked iron pot
suspended over the hearth. Bartley stepped to the fireplace where,
above, he laid eyes on a peculiar mantle timepiece.

“’Tis the witching hour, “ he trumpeted.
Squinting, he blew off a dust layer.

The clock face was blank, save midnight to
three, hinting of a dial plate ticking its way up from hiding – a
crescent moon affixed to silver clouds. An inscription in cursive
was rendered upon the disappearing metal, but as ‘twas a struggle
for his eyes, Bartley dismissed it. In the muted candlelight, one
could safely discern the hour as twenty-five minutes to one.

 


Heed the voice send: o’ moors clear
thee,

From the day’s end ‘til clock strikes
three.

From behind a dividing wall came breathing –
rasping. Moans of air sounded, the intervals uneven, each delayed
wheeze prolonging mortality. Bartley rounded the corner, casting
sight upon a ramshackle bed. On it laid Finola, her skeletal,
veined frame in the indiscernible nineties. Cataracts crusted
garnet-gray eyes. ‘Though he be an elderly bloke of stout early
seventies, in the midst of his charge Bartley stood robust.

“Come for your Last Rites. Once more.”

In truth, the preferred sacrament be
referred to as Anointing of the Sick, but frailty and wither do not
qualify as illness. The parson took a seat at the far edge of the
mattress, his weight crinkling back the single sheet to reveal
dried-up straw, its wasted scent – he surmised -- indistinguishable
from the other occupant in the room. Yet gentle was he, threading
the soft stole around her diminished neck. From the satchel,
Bartley unwrapped a gleaming bible and a remarkably unscratched
flask of anointing oil. Dutifully, the parson leaned in, uttering
close: “Such a fine room you prepare for yourself in the hall of
Heaven. There be no other houses before God.” At that, his fingers
parted scripture, opening the gold-crested pages to a crisp
parchment deed. “Not even yonder Galway…”

Bartley’s eyes burned as a pen tip warmed
over a wax flame. “Will Galway to the parish, you keep the parish
candles burnin’. Will Galway to a banished Cavanaugh, you restore
burnin’ peace to an impoverished heart, for what was once theirs be
yours. When ye no longer be, the O’Grady bloodline no longer be.”
He held out the pen.

“Each generation must atone for the sins of
their ancestors.”

An unclear hush followed. Bartley paused
over the brittle body, waiting for its lank chest to rise and fall.
Calm, an image revisited him, and he saw himself walking alongside
the Good Lord. And how fortuitously generous was his Christ, for as
glorious was His realm of high hosts, taking on the form of His
creations exposed a baffling naiveté in the Divine. Unchanged from
the lost pre-adolescent free teaching in temple, why did this
Godhead incessantly fritter away Heaven’s virtues on lepers and
plebeians? If only Good Bartley might counsel this well-intentioned
Visitor. As noble disciple and dedicated equal on Earth, Bartley
planned sitting in discussion, rewarding to the tastes and sights
of another plane.

The matriarch paused to draw in, and Bartley
returned to his ordinary focus over her. Then, a withered knuckle
met the parson’s -- and kept reaching towards the vacant, cold
window.

Bartley coiled. “See someone there, Finola?”
Gasps of air struggled to form words. “Mmm… Muir-enn…”

The parson, uncertain, hovered over the
deathbed’s occupant. “What’s that?” he smiled, projecting patience.
The matriarch struggled to speak, borrowing gulps of air.

“My… daughter.”

The parson didn’t look away, sensing the end
approaching. For months, he had journeyed many a chilled night to
this dank hovel, muddying his heels. Each expectation of
administering a Last (and final) Sacrament was rebuffed with
frustrating resilience. And for what? Matriarch O’Grady hadn’t left
her bed, unable to decipher increasing hallucination from slipping
reality. Her memory confused time and place with dashed dreams and
lost regret. “You have no daughter, love.” The words were firm, not
harsh. He cleared his throat. “The whole of Glen Kerry knows you’ve
no daughter.”

But the old woman insisted. Strains of
rapture reawakened behind seemingly useless shells of eyes.
“Muirenn… has come for me…” Joyous exhalation stumbled into
exhausted inhaling, her accelerated heart pounding against her
spent breast. “… Come… to take me home… to Galway. To roam… ever –
and… forever…” Her vision recalled faint memories of strength
within her. Bartley didn’t move, letting idle words tumble into the
pathetic quiet. Her crippled hand pushed to the dark glass,
awkwardly jostling the pen from the parson’s tensing grip.

Bartley lunged. His sheer girth bore down
upon her fragile frame, impassioned fists tightening the stole
around Finola’s defenseless airway. “Curse you!” he tore, flesh
unforgiving and pulse flying. The evocation – like patient casks in
an abbot’s untold cellar – came of age, over a generation in
hiding. “Curse you to the coldest rings of Hell!” He was a
famished, delirious prophet returned from the desert, ready to sup.
And how his tongue devoured the meat of every waning syllable.

The matriarch felt her lungs collapse, the
frail thoughts of her own murder unvoiced on opening lips shading
the Atlantic depths. In pitiful, desperate resistance, the old
woman could barely manage a feeble push against Bartley’s hateful
sleeve. But it was enough to reveal -- under the fine threads and
engraved like a proud birthmark -- the tried ink of the Cavanaugh
coat of arms permanently emblazoned. Two crescents, red, be the
foundation of a roaring beast come to life.

My lion’s crest’s not for peace, for I be
enlightened to conquer.

Bartley’s heinous stare waged her pupils to
dilation, his generous chin tipped upright as if to guide and
snatch her failing air. Shock, asphyxiation, and the inevitable
result of being crushed to death overloaded her being in a terminal
lottery. For the gentleman, he felt only the catharsis of hate. The
exertion and thrill boiled his skin like beets, his swollen
haunches straddling her helpless. How Bartley, veins bearing
Cavanaugh blood, waited to hear the muffled sounds of fracturing
and snapping O’Grady bones beneath him. But the seize of the
parson’s expression knew interruption: old O’Grady’s eyes – moments
ago, rolling back into her brain – now improbably retrained a keen,
merciless cast upon her assassin.

“Nooooo,”
she defied. “Curse you.”

With a wishful crack, Bartley pushed down on
the matriarch’s windpipe, throwing her to the netherworld. But as
he lifted his shaking hands from the corpse’s throat, it was his
own existence that suddenly felt the nauseous pangs of instinctual
fear.

Land so sweet beneath the bloodied
treads…

Still a-tremble, the parson turned a
sick-sweat back on his dead work. He fumbled the pen along the
floor’s uneven dirt, hastily cooking the tip in the waxing
fire.

Land, sacred the grains breathe thy
buried dead’s...

Bartley took the matriarch’s chilling grip,
unyielding in either rapid rigor mortis or stubbornness carried to
the grave. Finally, he forged her fingers ‘round the quill,
steadying both to the nervous parchment.

Land, my father’s earth ‘twixt a-round me
soul…

The parson beheld his labors. Though
departed, her signature lay wet. His fingers lightly rattled the
deed, lips pursed to a kiss of air.

‘Tis mine, not yours: me gauntlet speaks
thine toll.

Crack! went the window, a sliver
time’d to a piercing upper octave shriek. Bartley spun, a blood
vessel along his forehead throbbing and palm plump upon his pistol
belt. What was lost in his blink?

He rubbed his ears, still echoing sharp
pain. The window stood, again, vacant. Shades of a second earlier,
a luminescent figure had blurred the outside, looking in. Saints be
to the Almighty’s gates, though he took of painstaking lengths of
discretion, he was certain of it. Here, in the recesses of the
night, someone had followed him. Someone had waited. Damnation,
someone had seen him.

He lay safe the parchment somewhere within
the Book of Psalms. The parson’s memory raced, weighing the scales
of tipping doubts. Slowly, with deliberation, Bartley reconstructed
the illusion’s image.

Yes, by God. It had been the Maiden at the
brook.

 


*

 


Bartley ventured outside, pistol aimed into
nothingness. “Come lass,” he announced. “You misunderstand what you
see.”

Heed the voice send: o’ moors clear
thee,

From the day’s end ‘til clock strikes
three.

Uncontrolled perspiration soaked through to
his outer layers, rendering the wintry night numbing. Like sacred
incense, the uncanny fog swirled its advance, encompassing – nay,
exploring -- the parson. A tight breath later, something within him
told him to take a resistant step back. Wet-weighted footsteps
neared. Bartley steeled a focused whisper.

“… Muirenn?”

Within the groundswell cover, the precise
figure of the Maiden stood. Though illuminated as she came forward
into flesh, her statue-d face remained an outline of night, her
stride creating an alternating illusion of reemergence and
disappearance. With each moistened step, the silhouette shifted.
What had been the countenance of a young lady abruptly begat that
of the middle aged Matron. What had been the latter’s stately face
gave way to the hardened person of the Old Hag.

Nay. Nay. All who pass shall
pay.

Bartley repeatedly fired, the chamber smoke
further clouding the impenetrable puffs of oblivion. As certain as
the specters had been, as certain as he was they no longer be.

Scrub, scrub, scrub as you may, mortal
sin shan’t wash away.

Mere heartbeats later, the parson mounted
the carriage and whipped his flight down the slick cobblestone,
juggling slippery reins and bitter pistol. Beyond the crooked
fence, past the sighs of the willow grove, the flood of fog
continued.

“Ha! Come on! Ha!”

Their black coats already matted crimson, no
expanse of bellowed threat could shake the stumbled deceleration of
the steeds. The carriage pulled to a bizarre and labored halt,
confounding the exasperated parson. With a pressured groan, the
vehicle leaned wearily to the right. The wheel knuckled, the wooden
spokes snapping into gauntlet shards and the lacquered frame’s
collapse following. Bartley pirouetted mightily, tearing through
the canvas roof. The firearm hurled back into the mirth of the
chassis.

The mid-November earth proved an unyielding
landing, and the parson’s ribs ached for it. Regaining his
faculties, dazed, Bartley dragged his bruised-gray belly along the
ground, narrowing on the shapes of carriage debris. His cloak and
hands were stained of soil and scrapes. With an exhaustive pull, he
found himself breaths removed from an equine face, its cardiac gaze
matching his own.

Bartley bounded to his knees, the rooftops
of Glen Kerry peering through the breaking waft of darkness. His
filthy hand hovered over an empty belt, slow to recall a weapon now
absent. The soak of heavy footsteps – and, aye, the specter head of
the Old Hag -- awaited the parson, whose clung chest restricted
punctured sobs of terror. His forethought screamed a picture of the
Christ, intervening to his aid, retracting a needless cure to a
lame and nameless minion.

A soiled soul assails the seal of
silence, broken beyond willowed whispers to
violence.

The vapor shroud dissolved, the illusion
with it, as if both were beckoned back into the woods. His mouth
wavered, widening eyes embracing the sure miracle delivered unto
this servant. Bartley wept. The epiphany tears pooled above his
cheeks then poured down his double chin in libation. It was
forthright contrition, and he at last saw outside himself, turning
inward. His pulse beat within a petty harpy, condescending modest
brethren whose only thoughts to him were of commonality and
community. Almighty Lord, he confessed without voice,
thee are above all; I share not thy table. My prideful sins and
earthly impurities are only in aspiration of the greatest qualities
thou hast!

Bartley rejoiced and fell still. But as the
moors cleared and the hush continued, he felt odd hesitation. The
carriage was utterly ruined, to be certain, his hands and cloak
worse for wear. Those could he reason. But of cause Bartley could
no longer put to recall; in the moment came murmurs of
apprehension. With the last waft disappearing into the woods, the
parson felt ridiculous. Wishing the demeaning emotion no more, and
lingering on the ride’s long purpose, Bartley chose. He turned back
towards Galway’s lure.

Behind him in predatory vigil stood the Old
Hag. Her unforgiving shadow rose above him, eclipsing the moonlight
sliver across the parson’s cheek. She breathed on him a frozen
wind. In a pulse, her lungs began to expand.

The moors drained of air. Branches groaned
towards her, the moisture from their leaves plucked into the vacuum
of night. Loose frays of birch bark peeled and shed in a cyclone
flurry. Paralyzed, Bartley witnessed all, unable to close his eyes.
Barely was he able to raise his hands, less to shield his ears but
more to avoid his entire arms being pulled out of their sockets.
The Old Hag’s inhalation drew his posture forward, stomach paunch
first. He felt a lower vertebrae threaten to splinter in precarious
warning. Powerless was the parson at this maelstrom. For wet tears,
this entity before him might be a Fury, its lungs swelling and
swelling, only to swell exponentially past known human capacity.
But while the Old Hag’s veins popped through paste skin like
patient volcanoes, stretching across shoulders and chest like an
elongated map to nowhere, the churchman realized what lingered
above was not One of God’s Lesser Creatures.

Speak, specter.

The Old Hag wailed. Bartley shook in the
wake of the death shriek, the phantasmagoric shockwave about to
pummel his flesh. The night air visibly displaced as rippling tides
of decibels shuddered the clearing. His soul chilled.

For a fraction, time ceased. As his pupils
departed, the parson beheld an episode that never occurred. The Sea
of Galilee tossed him awake, or perhaps it was the faith-broken
vehemence of Bartholomew, Phillip, or (the one of which he shared
his birth name) James the Less. Either be, the apostles’ boat was
taking on water, and they implored him for guidance – he who had
never lowered to a hard day’s labor! Bartley shrunk under a frayed
wool hood, dispirited gaze brushing the obliterated horizon. The
black-gray storm descended not from above, but from the far reaches
of the shore where a figure rapidly walked towards the vessel. The
parson lifted his neck in astonishment, not for the amazement of
the man defying all bounds, striding upon the surface of the waves.
Nay, but for the unsettling notion that the white-faced figure’s
swift approach became swifter: hurrying, fleeing towards then past
them as the gale force threatened to envelop sand and fathom.

The sanctuary of the second’s illusion was
over with the Old Hag’s yellow stare. In the onslaught, only the
churchman’s sheer heft moored him – temporarily -- from absolute
evisceration. It was as if he ventured out, fool to the storm,
falling prey to a hungry wind.

The parson’s jawbone teetered on prone
ligaments, and his lower teeth rattled up behind his top row,
precariously against the tender mouth’s roof. Saliva evaporated,
tongue crippled backwards. Bartley felt his skin furrow and gutter
under cheekbones, the quivering reverberations fluttering his face.
The parson’s pronounced nostrils flared and pancaked, irises going
to sand as they sunk inwards, upwards, backwards. He tried to cry
out -- nay -- even breathe, but the exhalations were ripped from
his chest.

Bartley sensed a tide of spikes – an icy
warmth above his stretching brow. He was unaware that a section of
forehead plate was succumbing, the crumbling bone pushed into the
front of his brain. Hot red streams flooded through his palms,
tickling his detaching lobes. Bartley’s final conscious thought was
the correct deduction of his eardrums exploding.

Rearing back, craned as a conquering
serpent, the specter heaved once more. The exhalation pulled upon a
rare, foreboding reserve from an already monstrous lung. She wailed
an octave higher. More rapid than a pupil’s contraction, the
auditory stab split clean the epidermal layers above the dead
parson’s collarbone. The thin skin unfolded to the heavens and
separated from his, blown free.

Blood finished circulating away from his
tethered heart, down his mangled spine and to his stone feet. At
last, his limp torso tumbled to the moss.

Beware the Cry of the Banshee.

 


*

 


Six months faded, unable to stir the wee
hamlet further from a version of itself a century removed. The late
spring afternoon rays warmed over the pristine modesty of St.
Augustine’s Parish. ‘Though it had a modest bell tower, ‘twas a
humble offering to the Almighty, dedicated by its country church
brethren with surplus white paint and leftover local lumber milled
piecemeal. But for the lowly fruits of its patient plate
collections transforming long from a barren plot, the organ hymns
were more akin to a Bavarian cathedral, and the startling angelic
strains resonated over the clean pickets guarding the grounds from
vandals and grave robbers thought extinct.

Inside the safe of the yard, in the cool dim
fall-off of the eve, a ceremonial vial purged a baptismal font cut
from quarried rock. A young freckled hand inspected the vessel,
which was replenished greater than needed. Blair Cavanaugh lingered
near a scattering of faintly etched headstones, the names never
knowing the bleeding exodus of madness. Irish born and Irish be to
dust, he vowed. And no manner of crop famine or dangling of acres
would trap this lad into a one-way charter to the wild Americas.
No, sir, Blair repeated to himself as gravediggers toiled
out a plot. The grizzled men didn’t return his stare, no doubt
accepting their place. He appreciated these small gratitudes,
wondering with no animosity if they, like he as a schoolboy, took
two meals per day. But their choices led to their means, as his
sacrifices brought him his journeyman schoolmaster positions. And
with these, he allowed himself one wardrobe of finery. Now be time
to wear it.

In two decades of this world, today was the
fresh father’s day to stride tall, ushered in by the well-saved
surprise of newly darned socks draped across his bootstraps.
Guarding the vial steady along the sparse pews, the shine of the
opulent pipe organ streaming through his snow-blonde locks, Blair
comfortably ascended the bottoms steps to the pine altar. Of
lineage with the Founding Fathers of Glen Kerry, Magistrate Tierney
accepted, presenting the cup above.

“Father,” the figurehead intoned, sunken
stare proud. “Please touch this water and make it holy.” The brief
reach to Heaven brushed a soft sleeve against wife and mother –
that one being Kaitlin Cavanaugh, eager in the moment’s wide eye
fervor. The Magistrate marveled. Seventeen calendars ago, it was
she who has been christened by he. A fine woman – lady she
had become, Tierney stressed amid his Christ-like thoughts. Oh,
salvation’s sweat! From where had Satan intruded? He searched,
countenance maintaining steady authority. The Magistrate
once-overed Blair, the young Gael content and oblivious of the
older man’s private temptations. Later, when the day expired,
Tierney determined, he would bolt the front door and retire to his
quarters. With a cowhide strap hidden among belts and suspenders,
the Magistrate would reacquaint himself a pittance of Calvary
Jesus. For the moment, the figurehead imagined the youthful Gael
below him as that poacher Joseph protecting supple Madonna and
child.



Wrinkled fingers anointed the wee infant
forehead. The stone liquid glistened, its path illuminating a
vertical slash inset from brow to eyelid: the sole imperfection on
virginal skin. Baby Kathlynn coughed, snuggling back into her
pattern-knit blanket. Tierney smiled, administering the
blessing.

“Kathlynn Cavanaugh, we baptize thee in the
name of the Father…”

At his first press of the Sign of the Cross,
the child murmured, eliciting a knowing smile from her parents.

“… the Son…”

Little Cavanaugh again voiced herself. Like
an unruly murder of crows loyal to their flock, Rory, Molly and
Oran Cavanaugh circled up from the front pew to intensely ogle
their latest cousin, throwing a brash nod to their number. Peers
though they might be, Blair never spoke on his better sense to
monitor their temperaments. And the years spent away from them on
the southern side of the Emerald Isle, pouring over failed
learning, chewed at his placid mind.

“… and Holy Ghost. May the angels watch over
and protect thee always. Amen.”

Amen.

The sacrament closed, Blair produced from
his pocket the sparkle of a baptismal locket. Father wound the
polished-fine chain – its loops unusually large --around his heir’s
collar flesh, steadied by Kaitlin’s cradling hands. “’Twas me Mum’s
and me Mum’s Mum’s before,” the lad entrusted, now more than ever a
patriarch.

 


*

 


The streets remained sparse, while walls
away, fiddling and over-swung dancing crowded the gritty, uneven
panes of The Guardian. One of the protectorate of establishments in
the spread of Glen Kerry proper, the pub tucked where the road’s
cleft vivisects the township ‘tween equal paths – precarious left,
run along an eroded hilltop; precarious right, where the original
cliff sheers into unmovable limestone.

Beneath the drink house beams, carved in
claustrophobia, the local merriment carried on through claps of
jigs and pouring pints of Welsh ale. At the calmer end of a
smoothen bar top, Kaitlin held her faint babe. Mother’s bosom was
of some respite to muffle the echo-ous rousing -- compounded
further by close mortar. Yet through it all, the women
instinctively heard the pierce of a tiny cough.

“Your journey back be two long days and
bundled nights,” Molly insisted, fussing at the blanket edges.
“She’d a-picked that cough along the way.”

The new mother bristled, brows curled. “Nay.
Three times pneumonia from a musty home.” Kaitlin didn’t appreciate
doubts of negligence dangled as concern, particularly in memory of
brutal Irish winters by the sea and months of putrid reliance on
peat burning. She straightened the clean fabric and her lips,
trying in earnest to ignore the tarnished layers of relic jewelry
draped between her cousin-in-law’s shoulders.

Cousin-in-law.

Be there such a term, pondered Kaitlin. The
busybody – and she maintained her suspicions – moved about with
arrogant immodesty, directly strayed of position mandated in
Scripture. Molly’s attire – layered in all semblance of tailored
dress, homemade blouse, gifted shawl, and unclaimed robe – was
suited to witchery, an image not dispelled by the plentiful
pendants and collection of necklaces choking her. She smacked of an
occult peddler selling sideshow palm readings before elusive
discovery would merit her bodily chase from the township.

Yet Molly mandated a virulent piety,
claiming her seat amid the early pews as a chosen sign of elected
leadership among the congregation. And from that granted position
did she exude an expectation of respect. ‘Twas thankless to be in
fellowship of the Lord’s bidding, but Molly thought odd to wait
‘til the gates of pearl for notice. The cousin appreciated those
proud beatitudes and loud gratitudes shown her on Earth. Kaitlin
had once considered praying to the Almighty to bestow humility upon
the woman, a notion best left to His judgment. And how Kaitlin
desired seeing such comeuppance in the Final Days.

“You’re now official in Heaven -- ”

Relieved by the Magistrate’s interruption,
Kaitlin turned away from Molly. At the rowdy end of a high table,
Rory quickly seized another round – for now Tierney slid a deed, in
parchment.

“-- and Earth! For Magistrate Tierney, be it
a full day.”

He clasped Blair on the back of the neck,
well wishes worn. Before the spritely patriarch could savor a
breath, a voice cut the room silent.

“And a full tomorrow.”

Oran was transfixed at the window. Only
malted suds dripped to the chipped bottom of his mug, mirroring the
vague sweat touched across his receding forehead. Off was his
demeanor and dulled was his speech, priming Oran’s suggestion to
seek out the seminary. A local priest he’d encountered but twice
felt ill at ease when pressed to recommend the stranger, whose
quest for Holy Orders was relieved-ly denied for reasons apparent
to all parishioners save Oran. His consequent undertaking had been
that: undertaking. He had apprenticed with Fitzgerald O’Shea, a
compassioned employer who courted the misunderstood. Theirs was a
tutelage that closed two months back after two months in when Fitz
didn’t awaken from a night of kidney pie and fever. Cautiously,
Kaitlin met the path of her relative’s stare: beyond The Guardian
and across the hamlet, on to the churchyard. There, in the wiling
sun, under ever-thickening shadow fall, the gravediggers
continued.

Pray mind those shovels deep, or into Hell
we’ll creep.

Though his lids squeezed in a voyeur’s
self-preservation, Cousin Oran did not blink. He only spoke,
speaking louder as if volume alone would drown his stammer. “Six
months longer than laying to stone old lady O’Grady. Six months it
took to identify Uncle Bartley as Uncle.”

The locals froze, and Oran ventured wayward
from the huddle of his clan.

“Did ye hear, there be a hush amongst town?
Some say that when they put ‘er in the pine box, her bones rattled
– rattled! Like they’d a-been snapped like kindle.”

A torch lit behind his stare, Blair
reasoned, “You speculate of a woman who gave up the ghost into her
ninth decade.”

“Speculate?” Oran challenged. “So shallow be
the dirt upon her pine box. What wolves crave to carry off such
paltry meat when your Uncle’s flesh resides its tomb in the town
icehouse? To think that the population of Glen Kerry drink their
milk kept fresh from where his blood spoiled.”

Oran’s sermonizing removed the air from the
chamber, rendered it rank, and then wholly returned it. Innocence
was flushed from the women in the pub. For them, Blair took an
offended breath, tasting only the need for another strong drink.
“Well,” said he, distanced of Oran. “There’ll be time for tomorrow
tomorrow.” But the odd one hovered, extolling – like an ominous
secret – the murmurs of the Founding Father lineage:

Heed the voice send: o’ moors clear
thee,

From the day’s end ‘til clock strikes
three.

Defiant and resolute to forget, Blair downed
a drought -- ‘fore Oran would indulge the lot with gossip of corpse
babes plucked from their coffins, or supposed journeymen who’d
graced The Guardian only to vanish in ill-attempted shortcuts from
cobblestone to sea. Rory followed his support, raising a toast that
exposed a broken side tooth. “Blair, that pint be from your cousin
Molly – for your homecoming from Cork! Next pint’s from Oran – for
your babe bein’ a Catholic! And Kaitlin’s pint be from her dear
cousin Rory – for bein’ a Cavanaugh! All that we were, are now, and
will be.” He chugged, smacking his lips as if he were near a
spittoon, leaving Kaitlin to dwell on the sudden inebriated wisdom.
A good Catholic was the missus, and as a good Catholic she tired of
reminding herself: far more than this unrefined lot who bore little
resemblance to her upright Blair, it were Rory’s actions – of
course, not Rory himself – that were the most repugnant. She’d seen
this cousin ogle vacantly the deed, symbols and letters mangled to
his illiterate eye. ‘Twas not the salve he know more, but less.

Blair moved to his wife, as if sensing her
displeasure. His arm safeguarded around the emergent family, a deft
whisper of apology to his wife for his brash bloodline. “A good
stout’ll always be. But family: the day’s light there shan’t.”

“Aye,” she gave, perseverant but now
desiring very much to make The Guardian a hasty memory. Rory
gripped them both with a fervent look, intending to reassure but
only further underlining pangs of unease.

“Cursed be the sun that ever goes dark on us
Cavanaughs,” the cousin declared, a proclamation smelling long of
barley and hops. Relative be like relative, for again the merry pub
quelled. Kaitlin didn’t see how she held wee Kathlynn closer,
perhaps because – although standing a step behind Blair – she knew
the smile left her husband’s face. Saliva dripped from the brute
blood’s tooth.

“Cursed be.”

 


*

 


The brook bubbled, its pebbled wash drowned
by the familiar rain of hooves and wagon wheels on afternoon
cobblestone. Glen Kerry fell off in the distance, marked by the
buckling wood of the highway staff.

Husband and wife sat wordless on the
weathered buckboard. The ride was rough, and Kaitlin’s arms grew
sore protecting their little one’s sickly nap from an unstable lap.
Each bump exposed the widening gaps amid the wagon slats and
crumbling nails, crates and rain-faded belongings loaded in the
rear. The mares were undernourished, and Blair did not incite their
monotonous jaunt. Finally, the young driver let out a sigh.

“Oh, saints in Heaven!”

Kaitlin looked up from the child’s slumber,
struck dumb. As if her unexpressed thoughts had been tapped like a
bucket landing in a wellspring, the countryside parted, revealing
the promise of Galway in cloud light. A fairy tale of imagining
became incarnate: line for line, door for caretaker’s door, the
castle estate grounds seemed to occupy all to where the lone road
disappeared, for beyond lay the break of the bay. From afar, Galway
stretched wide, gathering sun off the enormous triple stories of
its windowed nineteenth century walls, reflecting the light in
Blair. Although the couple had never set foot off the Isle, the
young husband was kind, resisting the adage that wives be spared
the responsibility of worldliness. He relayed to his mate the
renderings and rare photographic plates of castle estates from lost
German books. Were it not for unquestioned trust in her spouse,
she’d suspect them a story fantasy. But unexpectedly – or perhaps
not -- her marvel gave way to a gnawing, restless unease.

Blair dismounted, swift to the doorstep with
a ring tote of rusted Gothic keys. He glanced back, startled by
Kaitlin’s perceived caution. “What, wife?” A tiny cough stirred in
her protective embrace, yet he deduced a more precise aspect of
concern. Blair frowned, about to clear his throat. “Tell me, is six
months not a proper wait while a resplendent manor enjoys only the
company of rats?”

There was no challenge in her voice. “And
what is the proper wait for two lives, terribly lost?”

Taken with conscience, Blair approached the
wagon. On it was the humble cargo of a lifetime newly born,
swaddled in thin bed sheets. The lass, sweet as the briar dew and
true as the morning tide, had been a faithful choice. How he
resented his cousins chiding her; Kaitlin’s reserve was not of
Dublin airs or Cork arrogance but rather from astuteness and keen
(and a bout of tuberculosis). Her held tongue was mindful where
pints of Rory’s aggravation made for ill-begotten remedy. O, that
the one with whom she shared Matrimony could have shared
Confirmation with such a trio as unholy -- welladay! Alas, Master
Cavanaugh could teach manners to the lowly waifs of the coopers and
potato pickers, but his own stubborn lineage remained
confounding-ly elusive.

Steadily, he brought her eyes to trust. “And
what’s the proper wait for a family – lifetimes of clans – their
home stole out from them in their time of need by an opportunist
O’Grady? Two generations… plus six months?” The starched deed
moistened on his fingertips.

“’Twas my Mum’s and me Mum’s Mum’s before,”
he breathed. So then, did she.

On the fourth attempt, heir Cavanaugh
located the key. The hinges groaned of corrosion, and the cautious
family held their words as they entered their willed new home. Over
an enormous curve of staircase spiraling up to a third landing, an
opulent iron chandelier hung. Kaitlin strained to count its
candles, then strained to think of its maintenance. All the while,
Blair’s attention moved from tarp to covering, surmising the
identities of precious antiquities, some balanced on a smattering
of stand alone Roman pillars.

To their right lay a largely unfurnished
drawing room, its formal capacity tripling that of their hovel.
Opposite was a window-laden hallway ending in a darkened parlor,
where a massive stone fireplace was intended to illuminate an
extended banquet table.

Splendor-ed dreams lost to the dust of
another.

“So much to do,” she observed, noting the
passing hours. Kaitlin caught Blair’s gaze and directed it to their
feet. Beneath their soles, and under a fine skin of grime, lay the
semblance of a lion’s head: in part, the O’Grady coat of arms. He
paused.

“First, a rug.”

 


*

 


A sudden wind brushed down upon the commons.
Blair worked, back bare and glistened, transporting an awkward
Victrola off the exposed wagon. Perhaps Kaitlin had removed the
sheets. Who knows tonight on what they’d rest? That was not his
attention. All around, he overlooked the swaying branches,
determined to mute his strained huffing.

Sweat, grit, and blows a calm
breeze...

The fresh proprietor re-entered the foyer,
bracing the Victrola against his chest. Beneath Blair, on the
scrubbed tiles, his obedient wife had already thrown a simple rug
over the offending seal. Aye, it would do. Over the door proudly
rested his ambitious wife’s handiwork: the eagle-crossed swords of
the Cavanaugh coat of arms.

The young father eased the load, spotting
his swaddled daughter three steps up. “Is the protection and
comfort to your liking, little one?”

His voice echoed as Kaitlin turned down the
length of the second floor landing, pulling dust covers from
dormant hall mirrors, candle mounts, royal waiting tables and
imported cocktail chairs. The duties were both familiar as they
were odd; she questioned the faith that anyone live in such
arrogant affluence, let alone – by sheer circumstance of writ and a
lightning’s chance of genealogy – themselves. But the fair lass
fully trusted her espoused, as she deeply trusted in her Lord.
After all, the family had endured January in the ramshackle
dwelling on the Celtic Sea hillside: its nights drenched of
cold-salt sea and days choked in half-spoiled staples. The
conclusion rested that her Jesus Himself was accustomed to better
conditions in those years when He traversed both worlds, a guilty
thought for which a mordant Kaitlin beseeched a hallowed
contrition. As the secreted sun turned through the birch and
willows, deep amber comfort fell off the reflecting glass. Aglow,
Kaitlin sensed the presence of her Almighty and His foot soldier
guardian angel watching her daily obligations, dress, and sleep. It
had been a hard life, if contentment in struggle meant survival.
Perhaps this irregular happiness visited unto them was a repaid
fate: divine compensation for discarded privacy in the eyes of the
All-Omniscient One. By God’s grace and… – no, that was not
her thought, for the Lord could do no ill so therefore should not
feel guilt. Wrongs are righted, even decaying wrongs not owed to
her or Blair or, pray, infant Cavanaugh. Yet she could not be
entirely certain.

The boards creaked slight of unevenness as
the lady walked the corridor. Were she not here, it’d be the sound
of a settling house. To the far end, a nondescript door opened
inward, its paint curling off in brittle, warped chips. Her stomach
tingled – a subconscious trigger to the misgiving that Kaitlin,
save her Lord and His minion, might not be so alone as she assumed.
But as Blair’s deft attention to their wee daughter reverberated
within earshot, she moved into the room.

‘Twas a peculiar juxtaposition: the grand
upper floor furnished in Continental European, a half century
recalled – and the inhabitable eyesore that curiously comprised
this final (and least) chamber. Had the builders, in their labor to
usher paradise to the Western Isle, wrapped just as the blueprint
was within full achievement? Nay, fragments of what was littered
‘bout. In her first steps upon the ashes of debris, Kaitlin
dismayed. Even their woeful tenement in the South possessed a
stronger respect for the living. Far to her left, drab shell walls
lacked basic plaster, their thick, raw beams bearing disagreeable
odors of wayward fowl and withdrawn nails.

In the room’s center lay an old-fashioned
crib, empty and unruffled, its condition faring better than its
decayed surroundings. ‘Neath it, the floorboards curled loose of
dust ‘n’ dampness, and the room seemed suddenly cold. Kaitlin
lingered slightly, as a mother innately does, considering the
lullabies shared – or perhaps not.

She wandered to the window. Through the warp
of the neglected view, a slight frown of concern churned into
presumptive gall. Along the glen, washing their cargo covers in a
downhill stream, bent a lass. She be the distorted appearance of
roughly the same age – ‘though the particulars were rather
difficult to discern, the figure facin’ the woods. But even at
stone’s throw, the woman’s locks and cloak burned fire and wine
reds; cuffs and dress of pure pale and black shown like footnotes.
The damsel’s skin was white ice. And though behind the tarnished
barrier poured and dried unevenly by a glazer’s hand, her muted
strains infused from an untold melody. It was a music out of time,
inexpressibly out of place. But with a spouse and newborn in sacred
proximity, Kaitlin heard only audacity.

… carrying a tempest lullaby.

The young wife, even in an ankle-long work
skirt and boots, stormed to the descent. Antique remnants of
charred bric-a-brac lay petrified by the rain and snow of ‘nother
generation. Galway’s grounds sloped off the side, taking a brook
with it into the calling edges of a willow grove. Kaitlin stopped
short, befuddled. The phantom washerwoman had vanished.

The brook’s cascade wavered a reflection –
her own. A tremble was not only in liquid for the heir felt her
heart cool in her chest, as if the very waters rippled within. She
traced the ebb, flowing to un-wet rocks. There, uniform and drying
in the faltering light, the Cavanaugh sheets had been prepared.

Scrub, scrub, scrub as you may… mortal
sin shan’t wash away.

When had dusk arrived, this messenger of
night? Kaitlin stumbled on the knoll, the ascent of ground
uncooperative on her heels. She found Blair, leaning a rest against
the half-diminished wagon.

“A lot of good be our relatives,” muttered
he, wiping sweat from the bridge of his lip. “Good for another
pint.”

“Did you employ a laundress?”

Her question was aberrant. Had he another
week’s wages, still they could not spare shillings on hired men,
even though there be no aid of obligated volunteers. “I employed no
laundress.” Obvious trunks and bundles bound behind her, Kaitlin’s
concern saw only a need for his calmed experience.

“A maiden was on the ground, washing our
sheets.”

Her answer further baffled the husband, for
which he could only offer, “… Cousin Molly?” The suggestion sank in
their pause, and from the depths came the possibility, lurking.
They looked to the dark foyer, the heavy door half-shut.

“No, I don’t believe so.”

The parents hurried inside. There their babe
gurgled, exactly as before on that third shallow stair. Family
reunited, mother and father seized up child in second chance
affections, holding the little one near.

“Oh, thank Thee… thank Thee,” their
exhalations whispered to the ceiling.

Vigil became vigilance. Sweet colors of
winged creatures, their brilliant crests and feathers preened, had
taken to the unlit interiors of the shelterbelt. In place, the
ravens leaned out from the branches, balancing in an ill breeze. As
abruptly as the wind came, abruptly did the wind cease. The dark
birds looked about and cawed.

Minutes calmed as lantern oils kindled.
Blair locked the front door, intent to hear the bolt sliding in the
wide latch. Family safe at his side, they scoured the commons.
There was little space to hide amid the expanse of grass and tall
birch, save for a creature of the air. Nay, the lone man reasoned,
were there actually a trespasser, even some unfortunate (perhaps a
gravedigger’s wife? or daughter?) scavenging for work, and one this
far from Glen Kerry township, he – or she -- be miserable in the
strangle of white woods. No lass – even be she unstable – would be
match for Blair. Yet Kaitlin’s concern remained, and Master
Cavanaugh sensed the best thing to do was be.

In the exhaust of twilight, the Cavanaugh
three stared down the caretaker cottage – only to discover,
satisfied, a chain of locks coiled ‘round the door and no signs of
constant inhabitance. Blair scoffed at the notion that anyone
consider forced entry: to pilfer a beggar in the presence of a
king!

 


*

 


The cape of darkness donned Galway. The
rising walls, hours ago so opulent and crisp, lost their lines into
the late hours’ sleeve. Like a star abandoned by the celestial sky,
a wisp of illumination fluttered from a second floor corner: a
brass oil lamp positioned at a bedside window.

Kaitlin had never known a night’s sleep in
such a bedroom: canopy curtains her cloud, the vaulted ceiling her
moon. The lump-less pillow ‘neath her neck felt of goose down,
certainly not countryside straw. And yet she slept not, staring out
the window into blackness no Earth-en eye could discern.

On her side, she challenged her wrist, hand
fathoming a downturned knob of the light source. In hesitation,
perhaps maternal, she turned her reach to Kathlynn’s crib – just
off the apron. Kaitlin could reach neither.

A reassuring lip greeted the nape of her
neck, visiting down to her forearm, pausing for a reply that didn’t
come. She felt Blair, yet increasingly knew only the vague pang of
her conscience. Someone -- something -- didn’t belong, and
Blair had only convinced Kaitlin that it was not she. But force-d
belief be like sand erected to the vehement insist of the sea:
endlessly dammed to doubt.

… endlessly damned ‘bout.

“It’s our home now.” He paused, as if
plucking her thoughts. When his tender persuasion rendered only
starch silence, Kaitlin felt the pull of the cotton sheets as her
husband’s torso steeled. Blair’s tone shed all gentility. “As it
were our home then.”

Never in parish vows had Kaitlin faltered on
her husband. As she be a Catholic born and baptized, lady Cavanaugh
had loved and honored, followed and tended as he asked, his
reminders and requests being, at worst, merely civil. And yet, in
eroding contemplation, she questioned being able to dutifully share
his thought. Was this sin? She would not seek comfort from wise
Magistrate Tierney, for out of the corner of her eye she had
witnessed those eavesdropping eyes truly gazing upon her. And she
would never think of her defenseless first days in this world, her
first skin anointed by the Magistrate’s rough, delayed touch –
palms worn of their oils from years of book learning. Nay, Kaitlin
placed her thoughts in the Almighty earlier this day, and not even
the stolen brush of the elder’s ravenous cuff on her forehead would
supplant that which was pure and righteous. If their Uncle Bartley
be alive, surely she could not summon the strength to admit this
transgression to that genuine servant of the Lord, even as there be
no secrets within a bloodline. Of the entirety, the young wife
retracted in a guilt of disobedience. For the first time, she felt
herself fearing the young man lying next to her.

Blair reached over Kaitlin, quelling the
dying flame within the glass. Her husband said no more words and
fell hastily into slumber. But Kaitlin’s stare remained. Constant,
the bits of night – those butterflies painting in the dark -- took
on form. She could make out the shape of the caretaker cottage.
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A smattering of the town also gathered at
the grave in St. Augustine’s, the headstone of James Bartley
weathered by a half year of snow’s rain. The marker had been
ordered and placed immediately following the discovery of his
corpse on the moors. But there had been suspicions of foul motives
exacted, and Dublin investigators had journeyed far after searches
and examinations fielded by district officials concurred that, aye,
no wolf could eat a face so cleanly – while, mind you, leaving a
robust cadaver so completely intact.

Blair had spared Kaitlin these details,
communed instead within his lapping cousins present. He tucked the
knit blanket ‘round his baby as Magistrate Tierney recited from the
solemn book.

“’And he shall wipe away every tear from
their eyes, and death shall not exist any more, nor grief, nor cry
– ‘“ Sobbing sounded, foreign in its intensity to those gathered,
those who had buried six months ago the man now taking to the
spoiling ground today. Curious chins lifted.

“‘– Nor distress shall exist any more --’”
stressed Tierney, enunciating slightly so as to usurp his
authority. But he was disregarded, and the sobbing only grew
louder. Heads turned, hearing the emotion arching to wild
exaggeration. Flash hot with anger, the cousins sensed disrespect.
Who dare mock them at the foot of their Uncle’s plot?

Deterred, the Magistrate struggled to keep
his place, his volume a failed anchor unmatched against the
uncontrollable wailing. His last passage blurted out. “’– For the
former things have passed away!’” His attention turned from the
visions of Revelations, incredulous, demanding eyes to Blair. All
hunting the source of offense, Master Cavanaugh turned to Rory.
Were it two millenniums less, such was the turn that would signal
fatal rocks hurled at a doomed blasphemer.

Kaitlin drew the pattern-knit over the babe,
muffling her ears of Blair’s raged disgust. “Someone hire a
keener?!” The occupation, if one might dignify it by that term,
reeked of disingenuousness. Such minions – more often than not
strangers to the deceased – sought and earned pittance, thought
blood money, for they willfully took to the vigils, the funerals,
and the wakes of the dead. And by their attendance, they filed past
those families -- genuinely suffering -- to beat their own breasts,
tear their own hair, and wail of despair, feigning loss. It was a
repugnant profession, employed by the friendless, making long-solid
enemies of those who cherished.

“I know not her face,” Rory decried, eyes
widening behind the mourners. Kaitlin saw, too, although she
regretted doing so, for beyond the rear of the picket fence
encroached the outskirts of the willow grove, forever appearing of
autumn. And in the rustle of leaves – a mulch of which no one heard
approach – stood the vision of the Maiden, her unmistakable red
figure jutting out from the dark-scrapes of white bark, her anguish
omnipresent.

Kaitlin spoke, unheard. “This is no
keener.” She turned to Molly, transfixed in the same
unexpressed dread – like an inner fist clenching the stomach
muscles, repressing the instinctual nudge of flight. ‘Twas a poor
time for this cousin-in-law to assume the etiquette of a lady,
albeit a trembled one.

Tierney extolled, “Dear Lord… in Thy divine
mercy, grant unto our brother, James Bartley, eternal peace… ” But
few ears maintained the illusion of order, and the Magistrate shut
up his Bible, words of divine consolation slamming into each
other’s ink. “Does this trespasser know no sacrilege?”

At that, Blair exhausted his restraint. He
bounded the pickets, Rory in tow. Together, they charged their
trespasser, neither paying heed to Kaitlin’s tried wariness.
“Blair, no!” Her arm futilely went to him, sending Kathlynn’s
blanket to the forgotten grass. Between elbow and Molly’s ribs, the
young mother caught her child.

The Maiden angled swiftly, wet footsteps
sounding upon dried leaves, the red cloak disappearing in one
unbroken motion behind her back. Her dull-rag garments underneath
were indiscernible amongst the uneven hoard of trees, as if
dissolving into their beckoning branches. Oran and Molly took a
reactive, well-intentioned step in front of their ashamedly
surprised Kaitlin, who saw their unanticipated protection only
block view. As soon as her man and his cousin leapt across a ragtag
stream separating clearing from forest, they halted suddenly.

Most suddenly.

“What?” the Magistrate demanded. “Seize
her!”

The answer came in a pause unwanted. In a
baffled, unbroken unease, Blair and Rory glanced back to the
cemetery, astonished, spectator faces matching their dread
expressions in desperate hope of prickling confusion. But there was
no doubt. The willow grove had taken the late morning rays, ushered
them far back through weeds of mulch and vine, and laid them to
rest. Upon the ground were no footprints to mark. Now, husband
looked upon wife. Finally, the fear Kaitlin felt towards her man,
she now deciphered in communion with his teetering gaze.

The daylight shadow of the Maiden had
vanished.

“… For the former things have passed
away.”
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The needle skipped on the Victrola.
Dismayed, Blair attributed the damage to a hard stop east of
Limerick. No one seemed to notice, perchance in that their cares
lay claimed elsewhere. The scratch of the lustrous gramophone
crooned the last century across the evening parlor.

“There was an old woman who lived in the
woods

weila, wila, walia

There was an old woman who lived in the
woods

down by the River Sawyer

She had a baby six months old

weila, wila walia

She had a ‘bebe’ six months old

down by the River Sawyer…”

-- Lyrics from “Weila Waile”

Silent in obligation, Rory and Oran
reassembled a dome to Kathlynn’s curtained crib. Of guilt, their
barely raised brows glanced past the empty gape of wall over the
fireplace, across the long dining table where a chair had been
unaccounted for, through the twist of candelabras, and to the
heirloom mirror. Blair droned into the brass-framed glass. Though
he saw no imperfection, he feverishly continued to polish its
reflection as hallway chimes ushered in midnight.

The echoing bells reached the empty room
where Kaitlin, in secret and ominous ritual, surveyed the caretaker
cottage.

“Why you be up here, in the dark?”

Kaitlin turned, sleep gown ruffling.
Darkened circles pocked her half-present glance. Molly, grounded by
the responsibility to the babe, hesitated as she held forth the
little one. “Her cough’s gone away.”

The mother didn’t outstretch her arms. “You
believe in omens, cousin?” Bewildered, Molly paused, as if her
faith had been brought to interrogation. One landing below, the
chimes fell to reverberations -- then an untrue silence.

“I believe in justice.”

Kaitlin fixated at the glass. “Sometimes,”
she rambled for words. “… ya ever feel like you’re standin’ on a
clear floor? One glance to your heels, you’re balancin’ on meltin’
ice.”

Molly untangled a hand from the roped
comfort of a pendant chain, shifting as the young mother continued.
“Like it be a frozen lake – the current underneath flowing… sin.
And it’s so much sin that you can’t see the bottom?” The women’s
stare was parallel, yet increasingly uneven.

“No,” Molly broke, her footsteps avoiding
fall at the long of her robe, and echoing down the corridor.

 


*

 


Alone, Kaitlin’s shadow obscured a French
timepiece. It was a quarter of three, and her hushed footsteps
planted deliberately along the walls of the walkway. Young lady
Cavanaugh neared the edge of the second floor landing, where random
furnishings still retained their sepulcher covers.

“She’s spoutin’ about omens, Blair.” Molly’s
warn-ed words sounded of an inquisitor shrew, reaching the balcony
from which Kaitlin glimpsed down at a fraction of parlor. How
disturbingly odd that a counterpart so unshaken in spirit be so
contradictory in dread…

The wife heard her husband inject, voice
rebounding from the walls like a courtroom chamber. “After the
keener be a-wailin’ in the willow grove, maybe I be a-joinin’
Kaitlin.” Then came a protracted disquiet. Kaitlin leaned off the
rail, her view obstructed through wrought iron and stabs of burning
wax. The parlor fireplace crackled loudly as a log nearly succumbed
to a soft dune of ash. Flames flickered conspirator voices along
the passageway, and at once, she was a stranger in her own
home.

“Cock-a-burrow!” Rory spit, refilling a
generous pour from the serving cart flask. “We got trained eyes
that see when Dark Age witchery be pestilincin’ the
countryside.”

Blair looked at this cousin who would
unknowingly drink whiskey from a red wine goblet. The remark
smacked of promise exacted in vague retribution against forces
unlearned. For two young boys who’d wrestled together on the knolls
and donned altar boy garbs to kneel upon the same wooden steps,
their paths had jarringly divided. There had been the kinship of
boyhood glances, summers wiled away skipping rocks off bluffs. But
as autumn turned, and one embraced the walls of a one-room
schoolhouse, the other shrank from the bound slivers of its plywood
desks. As the leaves drained golden outside a cracked window
solitary, young Blair’s arm breached the air in excited restraint
while, mere king’s feet away, little Rory stared at the scrambled
system a cruel artist had thrown upon his pages. The former child
thought it an odd joke that his cousin chose not to obey the
disciplinarian’s order to simply recite a nature poem, and in one
unfortunate giggle did the boyhood tie unspool. A ruler splatted
five times into Rory’s open palm before the wide child shoved hard
his instructor into a tumbling row, and a stubborn refusal to
apologize and accept further punishment denied him what dwindling
chances of education there be. But Rory grew tall as his shoulders
broadened under loads of lumber, and his speech revived with boasts
of killed game and carcasses. Blair secretly considered that Rory
hunted authority, and any measure of usurping knowledge exposing
the relative as lesser be a gauntlet hurled far from the lairs of
Old Europe. ‘Twas a land the schoolmaster would not soon visit – a
land of mobs in which the brawn brute made home.

Blair retracted his tone, leaner shoulders
extending backwards from Rory’s intoxified tantrums. The fiancé
maintained, loyal to his fair Kaitlin as the number collected
against her. “Your trained eyes questioned, as they should, as
would ours. None of you had laid sight on this keener woman?
Rory?”

Lips still submerged under the wide glass
rim initially quelled the response. “Fires of Hell, no! Me hunter’s
glare tracks all the loathsome lot of vagrants populating and
polluting and choking our Glen Kerry’s byways.” And if they be
swallowed whole by the willow groves, thought he, so be
it. “For certain, she not be of here.”

Oran’s words spilled out. “But your Kaitlin:
she’s seen the keener woman, and looks of it. Hasn’t she?” Only the
clock tick sounded in defense. In conviction, the cousin surmised,
“So. She had.”

A hanging wick struggled. Directly below, on
a pillar, lay the key ring. Kaitlin descended, mindful and soft. “I
admit nothing,” Blair protested, their heated voices nearly
shouting. ‘The while, his wife lifted and steadied the rusted
puzzle-cuts of metal.

“Aye,” Rory uttered, doubtless prior to a
nightcap chug. “’Tis a proper way to end, not begin.” The prone
wood crumbled near the parlor hearth, sparking an eruption of noisy
flames. Timed to discretion, the foyer door closed.
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