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seanchaí, m. (gs. ~, pl. aithe).

1. Lit.: custodian of tradition, historian.

2. Reciter of ancient lore; traditional story-teller.

Foclóir Gaeilge-Béarla/Irish-English Dictionary 
Niall Ó Dónaill, 1977




PART ONE

A peninsula, stretching out into the Atlantic




His father was ever a man of few words. Even when Liam  is on the other side of the world, with a new name and  unfamiliar clothes, facing a committee of robed men who have come to sit in judgement of him, he will be able to recall the astonishing day that turned his father garrulous.

The morning had been a long one, Liam and his father out since dawn. A north-westerly breeze has been at them for hours, scrupulous in its self-appointed work of lifting the caps from their heads, in hurling a scree of water over them. Liam stands on what he would call a hillock and his father a drumlin or tulach, holding the end of the chain and the surveying pole in hands that are scarlet with cold. He is scrawny, in short trousers and a handed-down jacket that has been mended and re-mended by his mother. Her patches, with their fretted edges, have to Liam the fascinating appearance of postage stamps. He likes to rub at the stitches, those marks of maternal patience and devotion, with the side of his thumb. He imagines, at night, when he catches sight of the jacket hanging on a peg, that it might take off through the darkness on a journey across oceans and mountains, borne along by his mother’s faceless, stateless stamps. Not that he would tell anyone this: at ten years old, he has lately attained the awareness that such flights of fancy should not be divulged.

The year is 1865, the place a narrow promontory of land lapped on either side by cold blue inlets: a peninsula, stretching out into the Atlantic, like an imploring hand, the westernmost scrap of Europe before it surrenders to icy cross-currents of a vast ocean. As Liam waits there, on his hillock, buffeted nearly off his feet by saline gusts, he brings up a hand to worry at the corner of his elbow patch – a minuscule snarl resides there, a place where his mother has been obliged to knot and retie her darning thread, something he knows she is loath to do.

He is startled by a sudden noise. His father, at the other end of the measuring chain, perhaps twenty or thirty yards away, reduced by distance to nothing more than a little peg man, like the ones his sisters make with fabric scraps, is yelling something at him – what Liam’s schoolmaster would term an imperative – but the greedy breeze snatches away the words. Liam stands more upright, wishing to signal that he is paying attention. His father is gesturing, brandishing his arm. Could he be instructing him to straighten the chain or to move the pole? It is what he most often shouts at Liam.

The boy adjusts the stick with one hand, tugs at the heavy links with the other. His father is still yelling from his matching hilltop, still motioning, waving his tripod. Liam waits, anxiety trickling through his chest. He sees his father throw down his instruments and stride towards him. He licks the salt from his lips and tries not to shiver. His father doesn’t like to see him affected by weather: a sign of weakness in a man, he calls it.

What does Tomás see as he walks from the pinnacle of one drumlin to the next (counting his strides, as is his habit)? The bedraggled figure of his only son, faithfully holding the surveying pole, a child dear to his heart, whom he will perhaps take back to their lodgings soon because this is no weather to stay out in, a person too young for the job he has been given.

If only it were so.

Tomás, as he feels the slope of the first drumlin level out under his boots and then the incline of the second start to lift him up, sees only this: a gradient of perhaps 1:3, topological landforms caused by glacial activity, a valley scraped and forced to submit to a U-shape by the slow force of ice, to his left the rearing structure of a high rocky outcrop of likely volcanic origin, a smoothness of moraine. And in the middle of this abundance of cartographic detail is an irregular greyish mark that does not belong there – a human, a small one, with bare knees, a cap, under which is some hair the colour of copper coins, and a surveying pole tilted at an inefficacious angle.

Without warning, his gaze, passing over the landscape, is arrested by a curious fissure in the southernmost slope. Filled with a dense copse, from which flows a reasonable-sized stream, it is a geographical feature not shown on the existing map sheet, making it Tomás’s responsibility to measure and survey it for the necessary revision.

Tomás sighs. He removes his own cap and uses it to wipe the moisture from his forehead. He doesn’t feel the cold, doesn’t mind the rain. I am waterproof, he likes to say to the scarlet-jacketed soldiers who employ him for their great mapping project. The redcoats, who come from over the water, bare their teeth in a smile and roll up the charts and sketches he creates. Tomás is useful to them, he knows, not so much for his surveying and draughtsman skills – there are plenty to be found over the water who can do such things – but harder to find someone who has these abilities and can also speak to the locals in their own language. Tomás may be classified in their accounts and ledgers as a ‘labourer’ but the soldier-men cannot do without him. He is the only one of their division who can measure and calculate, draw detailed draft maps in ink for the engravers to copy, and also converse with the people about where the boundaries lie, who owns which field, what this valley or that bluff is called and why, where might the ruins of this building be. He alone is able to parse a polysyllabic string comprehensible only to those who have lived here for generations: he makes the-crossroads-under-the-bluff-where-once-a-hailstorm-killed-a-cockerel read ‘Bluff’s Cross’ and renders the-strand-where-the-yellow-periwinkles-gather-in-spring into ‘Yellowcove’. In a tent set up in a field or a town square, the redcoat sappers and surveyors will mill around behind Tomás, half listening, while he negotiates with a crowd of people a toponymic compromise over a mountain known by one name to those who live on its eastern slopes and quite another to those on its north. Or he untangles from several shouted accounts who the landowner was before this one, and the one before that. Then the redcoats step forward; they take these revisions away to their barracks and their camps; they collate them; they sign their names to Tomás’s work; they print their maps and put them in a cabinet somewhere in their city.

So lost is he in his reverie that when he gains the higher ground and someone taps him on the elbow, he is startled to find a person of short stature, looking up at him, mouthing something.

‘What?’ Tomás yelps.

His son, Liam, quivering like a wet hound, speaks again but his words are whirled away into the fog. Tomás permits the child to cling to his damp jacket hem as he looks around them: a good vantage point, this. The land slopes away from the drumlin in all directions, as if he and his son are standing on a bolt of cloth tweaked aloft by immense and invisible fingertips. They are ninety feet or so above the unmapped copse to the south, a comparable distance to an old field boundary with a gatepost to the west, the volcanic outcrop behind them, the clutter of the village – or what remains of it – to be seen below. On an elevated piece of ground, a quarter of a mile away, stands the ruin of an isolated dwelling place, also absent from the map – roofless, walls bared to the sky, like crumbling teeth, a sapling sprouting from what would have been the chimney breast.

Anyone observing Tomás at this moment would see the muscles in his jaw tighten. It is a necessary but unenviable part of his current task to distil into inked symbols and ordered lines what has taken place here since the first maps were drawn. These new revisions must contain a cartographic record of the Great Hunger, the disaster that struck this land more than a decade ago now. Tomás must amend the hundreds of households in a barony to the handful that now remain; he must erase row after row of tenant cottages on landowner estates, which have been emptied and dismantled. The redcoats turn their eyes from this task; they prefer never to acknowledge the crisis that befell the country, the losses and deprivations it has suffered. They do not wish to make such marks upon their maps, which might lead to certain admittances. Tomás has determined, however, that his maps will bear an account of what happened, what was lost, if it kills him.

He twists away from the ruined cabin before it presses itself too firmly to his eye, inadvertently pulling his jacket from his son’s grasp.

‘What’s that you’re saying?’ he snaps, aware that the boy persists in squeaking out some words.

‘I said,’ his son falters, and it makes Tomás bristle because he can’t abide timidity in his children, ‘will we be finished soon, Da? Because—’

‘Finished?’ Tomás thunders. ‘Finished? You want to know if we’ll have finished this task soon? The revisions to the great map of the—’

‘No, no, I meant only for today, Da, not—’

‘—whole country? Will we have it finished today? Is it that you’re asking me?’

Liam bites his lip. He worries away at the patch on his elbow. Tomás sees that the wet has spread over the boy’s cap and jacket, turning the cloth dark. He sees that his bright hair is dulled by the rain to the dun of old envelopes. Water drips from the boy’s eyelashes, his chin. A brief pang passes through Tomás but then he pushes back his shoulders: the soldiers are coming out to this place in a week; they will expect the new map sheet of this parish to be near completion. There is no opportunity for sentiment; no time must be lost.

‘Away over there,’ he says, pointing, without looking at the boy, ‘to that copse.’

The child lifts the surveying pole, which becomes tangled with his ankles, making him stumble, but he rights himself, and makes his halting way down the slope, towards the gathering of trees. Aspen, elder, Tomás is noting in his book, birch, oak – both ancient and new – and how odd it is that the place is absent from the last map.

‘It’s not on the map we have so we’ll need to locate the source of that stream before we do our surveying. Go on inside,’ he calls to his son’s retreating back, ‘and tell me what you find.’

Was it a mistake, he wonders, to bring the child along? But the boy must have a trade, must learn to work a job: Tomás will not have him cast out into the world without any prospects, so why not train him as his apprentice? The boy excels at mathematics and draughtsmanship, but Tomás senses resistance in the child, a part of him that yearns for something other. It is pure ingratitude, he has said to the boy’s mother. He doesn’t care for the work, doesn’t put his back into it.

Ah, now, Tomás, she replied, he’s young.

Ten isn’t young, Tomás retorted, sure when I was ten—

Tomás had fallen silent, the words choked to a halt. He does not like to go down that vertiginous path, into those particular dark woods. It is Tomás’s belief that it is always better to say too little than too much: many things are best left unsaid.

He slides his pencil back into his pocket. If his wife were here with him, on this drumlin (which is formed from eroded soil and loose shale gathered during the long journey of a once-mighty glacier, its power waning as it reached this exact spot, causing it to drop its gritty treasures, what a miracle, what a revelation), if she were standing here at his side, her shawl pulled over her hair to keep off the rain, he knows exactly what she would say. Be kinder to him, speak more gently, and he will listen to you. And she would be right, of course.

Tomás scuffs with a curled hand at his bristling chin. The problem is there is so much work to be done, so many field notes to take, so many mistakes to correct, so much history to preserve. He sees himself as that cursed man in the story – read to them once by a visitor – who was forced to push a boulder up a hill every day, only for it to roll back down each night. He can still recall the tale, the book with a red-leather binding, held in gloved fingers, as they all sat huddled together on their benches; he has been both intrigued and repelled by it ever since. He can imagine the grain of the boulder against his palms – it would be granite, he thinks, and he can feel the glistening flecks of mica pricking his palms as he struggles to find a shoulder-hold on the rock. He can imagine the exact tilt of the gradient, how much pressure he would have to exert against his back foot, pushing down with his calf muscles, straining, straining—

His thoughts are snipped short by the recollection that his son should have reached the copse by now. Tomás gives himself an almost visible shake: why has he allowed his thoughts to run along such fanciful pathways? He shades his eyes with his hand and peers into the mist.

Liam trudges the distance towards the cluster of trees tucked into a hollow between two hills. He glances back to find out if his father is watching him, but sees only a gaunt outline etched against a shifting, liquid sky. In an unaccustomed act of rebellion, Liam tosses the surveying pole to the ground. He’s sick of carrying it, sick to his back teeth.

He moves towards the copse, talking in his mind to his sister, Enda, who is not quite a year older than him: Sick to my back teeth, he tells her. You should see the way he orders me about, like I’m a donkey or a dog, and you wouldn’t believe the weather he has me out in.

Enda had been acutely disappointed that she hadn’t been taken on this mapping expedition, but their father had said it was no work for a girl. Liam will tell her, when they get back, that she was the lucky one, getting to stay at home. He is exploring his own emerging back teeth, as he steps between the first tree trunks, feeling the hard, pearly nubs erupting from his tender pink gums.

Then he pauses. Later that night, he will wonder why. Was it that he stopped or did something stop him? Which way round was it?

The quality of light in the copse is immediately different, verdant and lustrous, glimmering with the trembling of the leaf canopy. The wind vanishes, as does the relentless rain. He is enclosed and enfolded, as if he has stepped inside the secret green house of a giant. Liam looks up: the tops of the trees separate and collide in the breeze, revealing and concealing the opaline sky. He sees the arrowhead leaves of an aspen entangling with the ripple-edge foliage of an oak, bending together like conspirators. Underfoot, the ground is spongy with damp. It oozes from the soil, the leaf-rot; it sucks and grips at his boot soles. He glances down and sees that there is thick, luxuriant moss, glistening and emerald-bright, blanketing everything: the humps of stones, the long cylinders of fallen branches, the ridged splay of roots, unidentifiable mounds that suggest loaves of bread or animal lairs. Or tiny graves.

Liam’s mind reels, flailing desperately away from the thought. Not graves, no, not here. Who would bury a child, or many children, here, in this desolate and soggy woodland? He knows, of course, about the terrible times in this country, when the Great Hunger struck, which happened not much more than his short lifetime ago, knows about the countless starved people buried in ditches all over the land, and the rest driven away in coffin ships. These mounds are too small, much too small, to be human children. And no one, surely, would inter their tiny, starved younglings in this lonely place. Would they?

He tries to marshal his brain, tries to form the kind of thoughts his father – who feels suddenly very far away on that ridge – would want him to have. Woodland, he forces himself to say aloud, although his mouth is now set so tight that he cannot push out the syllables. Mixed. Some trees easily hundreds of years old, perhaps several feet around. Oak and ash and—

Could they be graves? Liam shuffles forward a step into the copse, then another, taking great care where he treads. Only on ground, please, solid ground. He feels something clingy and sodden brush against his calf, like a pleading wet hand, and he cries out.

It’s only the frond of a fern, curled into a little green fist, but the way his cry still rings in the trees does nothing to calm the fears that have beset him. All around, he now sees, ferns are beckoning to him, their spears piercing upwards through the moss, undeterred by its heavy, suffocating swags.

Trees, he tries to think. Oaks, ash, saplings and full-grown. He realises he can hear plashing and gurgling: water. What is the word his father uses? Irrigation. He will need to report this to his father in a moment, in half an hour, whenever he comes out of here: a number of streams, he will say, perhaps a spring or—

Behind him, without warning, there comes a sound so like human laughter that for a moment he is convinced his sister is there with him, that by some peculiar set of circumstances their mother has relented, sent Enda out after them, and she has managed to locate him here; she has crept up behind him, and she is mocking his fears, ridiculing his cowardice.

Liam whirls round. His sister will be there, she will.

She isn’t, of course. He sees only branches meshed together, a confusion of trunks, the glitter of a stream winnowing through rock, the black shape of a bird opening its wings. Liam turns again, panicked, disoriented, and loses his footing. His boot is wedged between two rocks, and he falls, into the moss, into a little green mound, which collapses under him, soaking through his clothing instantaneously.

He screams, thrashing on the ground, trying to free his boot, yanking himself away from the mossy hump, picturing the skeleton of a dead and hungry child beneath him, its little bones now crushed to senseless white spillikins, its spirit rising up, angry at being disturbed, and wreathing itself around him.

His socked foot bursts out of the boot and, in a heartbeat, Liam is up and away, crashing blindly through the trees, branches and twigs lashing his face, leaves swiping at the tears on his cheeks, brambles snagging on his britches. He hears the gurgle of water, the ragged sound of breathing, the high-pitched keening of someone in distress, the pip-pip-a-pip of a bird’s cry, and suddenly he is out. The copse has released him. The giant’s unstable, lichenous house is no more. He is delivered back to the world. And it looks as he remembered it: soft parchment scrolls of mist, sloping hillocks, craggy rocks, the sea an indigo-grey line in the distance, and a forbidding figure striding towards him.

His father bears down on him and grips him by the shoulders. ‘Screaming, are you? Whatever is the matter?’

Liam cannot speak. His chest heaves up and down as he tries to draw in breath. A handkerchief is pushed roughly around his face.

‘What happened? Where’s the pole? And your boot, for God’s sake?’

Liam points at the copse, unable to speak, resting his hands on his knees. His father, disgusted, lets go of him and tramps off to find the lost possessions without a word.

The day wears on, and Liam stands between copse and hillock, waiting for Tomás to return.

Towards the end of the morning, the rain slackens. Grey, piled clouds congregate above the far-off mountain and then, as if they have reached some mutual agreement, disperse over the lower slopes and the sea. A weak primrose tint casts itself over the hillocks, but the sun cannot quite break through.

Liam continues to stand. For a while, he keeps his shoeless foot off the ground, heron-like, but he becomes too exhausted and is forced to put his socked foot down on the damp earth.

A skein of marsh birds passes over his head, their cries a dissonant plucking on untuned instruments. Liam tilts his head, tracking their progress as they veer and bank over the green inclines and fields, towards the cragged cliffs that fall off into the pounding sea: a sole geometric shape moving among grand and yielding irregularities. How radiant, how lovely is the land – and yet how empty. It is as if he has passed through a rent into another realm where humans are unknown, where he is the only one, and will have to make the best of it.

A thin thread of relief stitches through him then, an hour or two later, when in the distance he spies a woman driving a brown heifer along a road invisible to him from where he stands, the switch in her hand flicking back and forth; a dog sprints ahead, waits for her, then sprints ahead again. From this distant signal of humanity, he draws small solace.

Still, Liam waits. His stomach begins to churn and knot with hunger. He knows that in his father’s knapsack will be a slice of bread each for them, perhaps a waxy cube of cheese, but he dare not go in search of it. Liam’s bladder has been uncomfortable for quite a time now, and he can stand it no longer. He turns his back and, wincing at the icy touch of his frozen hands on his most vulnerable parts, relieves himself into the grass.

The woman comes back along the road without the heifer, the dog gambolling ahead. A gentleman rides by in a gig, flicking his whip to the horses’ backs.

Around mid-afternoon – Liam thinks, trying to discern from the blurred replica of the sun held fast by the clouds – he sees two fishermen returning home, their donkey laden with full creels on both flanks. Liam experiences a deep and sudden longing to be their child, to be a fisherman’s boy, to be climbing up the hill back to a house where there will be a fire piled with fragrant sods and perhaps a dinner stewing above in a blackened pot. He wants passionately not to be the son of a map-maker, abandoned for hours now on a wet hillside.

When he begins to think that the light is fading, he summons enough courage to call, softly at first: ‘Da? Da?’

The bowl created by the stony mountain and the hillocks at its base tosses his voice back to him. Da, Da, the land repeats, mockingly.

‘Da!’ Liam’s fear takes hold. ‘Where are you?’

Where are you, where are you, where are you? the hills demand.

Without noticing it, Liam has started to cry. His throat feels raw and flensed; he struggles to draw enough breath into his lungs. ‘Da, please,’ he sobs, quietly so that there won’t be an echo. ‘Please.’

He eyes the copse. Could he step inside it again? He thinks not. But has something happened to his father in there? Liam considers the little green mounds, the clutching branches, the rushy streams. His father would never be cowed by such things, would never be bothered by fanciful notions. He would stride through the ferns and the mounds, regardless, crushing all under his boots, his mind engaged only with the topography and the geology and the irrigation and the vegetation. He has a scientific word for everything he sees.

Could it be that Tomás, distracted by the work, completed his survey of the copse, exited the other side and, forgetting entirely about the presence of his son on the hillside, merely tramped back to their lodgings? Or even that he was so angered by Liam’s failure to report back on the copse that he is punishing him by leaving him here, out in the open?

Liam feels either to be a distinct possibility and so, with one boot, soaked to the skin, too cold even to shiver, he begins a limping, dispirited descent down the hill.

At the end of the mostly derelict village is a lime-washed longhouse, still thatched, still with smoke coming from its single chimney. The widow living here has been the one to take in the map-maker and his son while they do their work: she has swept out the loft, putting down a pallet bed, with her second-best sheets and a woollen blanket each. During the day, while the man and the child are out, she will sometimes climb the ladder and peruse what they have left there. The man’s belongings are a disappointment: no fancy clothing or any such thing as a pocket-watch to be seen. And the map-man has come all the way from the city, and is in the employ of the redcoats said to be making maps of the whole country, from top to bottom. A jumped-up, mind-boggling idea, if ever she heard one, and no good will come of it: it will mean only more taxes and tithes. So the widow-woman, all in all, has felt let down by her lodgers. Instead of expensive cloth and linens, the man has clothes that are darned and patched by needlework that the widow, after inspecting it by holding it up to the light, has grudgingly to admit has been done by a skilled hand. But the man has manners on him: he may not speak a word if it can be helped but he always wipes his feet at the door, and nods his thanks at table.

She is just setting about supper, scoring lines in a cross on the uncooked bread, riddling the fire to raise the heat, when the door creaks open and in steps a figure. For a moment her heart clenches, like a hand snatching for something out of reach, but it is only the map-maker’s son. A delicate-looking child, with a flare of auburn hair and skin like mother-of-pearl. He sidles in sideways, wet to the bone. The widow presses a floury hand to her aproned chest, attempting to master her still-thudding heart.

‘Child,’ she says, ‘what is the matter?’

There follows a garbled account of some misfortune up on the hill – the widow can make out something about trees, a hill, the rain, a surveying pole, whatever that is – but the child wants to know, is his father here?

‘Here?’ she repeats, puzzled.

‘In this dwelling.’

‘But he was with you, up on the hill.’

The child’s head sinks and he sets up a terrible sniffling and sobbing.

The widow tuts and clucks, trying to quell the shudder that has passed through her. Hadn’t she told the man to be careful up there, not to wander from the path, wasn’t it said that people had vanished up on that mountainside, never to be found again, but he had looked away and told her not to fret.

She puts the bread into the crock and then the crock into the fire’s ashes, and she sets about the boy, stripping him of his sodden clothes – and what kind of a man sends his child out in such weather? Children are a blessing, a fragile one, she would like to say to the man, have you no sense in that head of yours or is it only learning? She sits the boy before the fire and chafes him with a blanket to get the blood back into his bones. Never mind, she hears herself saying to him, don’t you worry now. She sees her very own feet walk over to the cedar chest, which she has not opened for ten years or more, and then her hands removing the dried sea-kelp that keeps away the moths, and she sees her hands lifting out clothes: a shirt she had sewn so long ago it was almost hard to believe it had been her who’d laboured on that linen and not some other woman, that she had taken those buttons and stitched them there, and the grey trousers in warm wool. She had spun the raw fleece herself, then given it to the weaver, and hadn’t the weaver said it was among the best he’d ever worked on? And from that cloth she had cut and made trousers, measuring the legs and the waist of her eldest, so that they would fit so perfectly, with enough length to allow for growth, for the winter to come, and then in turn to be passed down to the younger ones.

Here they are, the trousers that were never worn, not once, not by any at all, and here she is, touching them with her palms and fingertips again, when she thought she never would: she could not bear even to look at them but neither could she open up the chest and give them away. But here now are the trousers and the shirt, and one of the jerseys she knitted, and she is putting them onto the frozen, pale body of the map-maker’s son.

By this time, the bread is ready, so the widow cuts some for the boy, and he devours it like a dog would a stolen cut of meat, and she has to turn away for a hungry child is a sight past bearing. Gruffly, she says she will go up the road and find someone to look for the boy’s father.

The peninsula men go out with lanterns and sticks and dogs; they know the land and the land knows them. They follow the field boundaries and the courses of the streams, and navigate their way by paths and trees, bushes and rocks. They search the hillside, they climb the mountain; they rove as far as the clifftops and the strand, calling the map-maker’s name.

By midnight, they have returned. There is, they tell the widow, no sign of the man anywhere. They carry with them his curious instruments, found up on the mountainside, a straight stick with markings, a long and slippery length of chain, a metal tube of some sort with jointed legs, and these they lay, with care and reverence, on the widow’s table. They stand there, all of them, for a moment, and they shake their heads.

The boy, put to bed in the loft, alone on the pallet, his belly full of her milk and bread, falls into an exhausted sleep. She watches over him, monitoring him through the long night, keeping off the men who want to rouse him and question him. She will let no one up the ladder and will pass the whole night there, in that chair, staying awake if she has to: she will protect this child because it is in her power to do so, and by God she will do it.

The map-maker had been with the widow for only a day or two when he had appeared next to her with books and papers under his arm. She had been spinning, her foot on the treadle, her fingers feeding in the carded fleece. He had fiddled with a string on one of his rolled charts for a while, clicked his tongue at the old mongrel by the hearth, cleared his throat and shifted from foot to foot, and she had wondered what it could be that he was building himself up to say.

With a final cough, he wished, he said, to ask her about the estate. Specifically, he said, scratching at his forehead, the changes that had occurred here since the last map had been made, over twenty years before.

She had raised her gaze from her work and she and the man had regarded each other for a long and complicated moment. She had allowed her foot to lift and the wheel to slow, its humming noise tailing off into silence.

Will we, she’d said, still holding his gaze, send your boy to fetch the eggs?

We will, the map-maker had agreed.

He had occupied himself in spreading out his papers on the table, and only when the boy, Liam, had left, closing the half-door behind him, had the widow gone to him and sat down at his side.

Looking down at his incomprehensible workings, she had told him what he had wanted to know. That before the Great Hunger, there had been over forty houses or cabins on the estate, each the home for a large and extended family, most of them down here by the shore, others up in the hills or spread over the peninsula. Now, she had said, plucking stray fibres of wool from her apron, there were only four dwellings left: herself, the fishermen, an elderly man living down by the cove, and two sisters at the end of the village. The viscount had given orders for the land to be given over to grazing, with sheep replacing tenants.

The map-maker had remained silent, scratching down some words in one of his books, scoring lines through numbers. Then he had tapped the table, drawing her attention to a large sheet of paper filled with lines and symbols, saying that here was the barony twenty years ago, and as she had looked, the scribbles and markings resolved before her eyes, into coves and hills and roads and paths and fields, all of which she knew, or rather had known.

It made her cry out in something like pleasure, to see the peninsula there upon the page, as it had been, to look down upon it, as if she were up in the air, a bird, or a heavenly angel, and it seemed to her a brand of sorcery, to be presented with this version of the place, as if the Great Hunger had never happened or it had been a terrible nightmare. Her amazement must have loosened her tongue, because she could point at the picture of a little box of one house, then another, and she could recall and relate. There, she heard herself say, lived a family of eleven, good people they were, they all died in the first wintering. And these people in the second, and these, and these, and them, and also them, and here and here and here. They are all buried together, where this road meets the other. This cabin, they left after the rent was raised: nobody knows where they went. These people went to the workhouse and we never heard more. This family survived because the man was a good fisherman but the third wintering did for them. Then this field was taken over by these people, and she pointed at another house, and of course there was trouble over that, but most of them left for America and only the old ones remained behind, and they sickened, and in the end we’d to tumble the stones of the house around them, for there were none strong enough to take them to the graveyard, so they were buried where they lay. This cabin is gone, and this one, and this one, and this, and this, and this.

Her finger had paused over the viscount’s manor, rendered on the map in strokes of ink. Although she hadn’t been near it for years now, she could envisage the double-fronted mansion with columns and windows, the long curve of the driveway, the gatehouse, the stable block, the creamery, the glasshouses, the storehouses, the walled kitchen garden, the ladies’ walk, the ha-ha, the boating lake. She found she could still picture its interior: the gun room that smelt of leather and oil, the Chinese silk curtains in the drawing room, the winding marble staircase that split in two under a stained-glass window that she herself used to clean once a week, the ladies in their sparkling jewels and gowns that trailed along the floors, their lapdogs nesting in baskets by the fires, the little boy-child, the heir, running through the hallways, a wooden horse on castors clattering after him. Her finger hovered over all these places, but it never landed; she did not touch the map here. All she said was, many of us used to be employed in the manor house, then, before.

She didn’t say that every time she sees the tree at the crossroads, its branches shaped into plumes by the wind, she thinks of all the people who are buried in a pit beneath it. That every time she passes the iron gates of the viscount, she hawks and spits on the ground. That she will never work in that house again, never clean its windows or its parquet floors. When she goes to the town, she sees not the market stalls, full again, the people clothed and fed, but drifts of the evicted, gathering by the clock tower, their hands out, their clothing rent and patched. She doesn’t say that a dream comes to her sometimes in which she will be moving through the peninsula as it was, in the before time, with all the cabins full, turf smoke unravelling from the roofs, the paths filled with youngers playing, the neighbours gathering and talking, and she walks among these people, whom she had thought were dead or driven away, and she is smiling to herself, to them, and always in the dream she feels an urgency to get home, to reach her longhouse, to be among her children, to be at the side of her husband, so she walks faster, past house after house, cabin after cabin, and she makes it to the final corner, and she sees her home, and she knows her man will be in the byre, his hand upon the cow because he always had a rare way with beasts, and she hears the sound of her children’s voices coming from the open door, those three strong boys of hers and the baby girl, and she is hurrying forward, filled with eagerness to get to them, but always at that point she stumbles, she wakes, and the dream ends.

As they stood together in front of the out-of-date map, she said none of these things to the map-maker, but she thought perhaps he knew them anyway because he had rolled the thing into itself, he shuffled his papers, he shut his notebooks, and before he walked away, he reached out and patted her hand, only once, and roughly, which she didn’t mind.

She had returned to her spinning, and he to his mapping, and nothing more was said.

Liam wakes to find himself in a dusty, low-ceilinged space, pinned down by heavy blankets. Above his head is the packed density of thatch; below him is an unyielding bed. His head aches and his skin has the tight, boiled feeling of too much warmth. He pushes at the blankets and sits up.

The widow-woman is asleep in the chair on the other side of the room, letting out light, snuffling snores. Liam gives a polite cough because he doesn’t want to wake her. He is just wondering whether he could use the bucket without her noticing when his ears catch a noise outside.

As Liam will describe it to his sister, Enda, later: it is a flurry of words, a whooping, followed by a shout.

Liam frowns, turning his head first one way, then the other. Across the room, the widow slumbers on.

More shouts in a tone that sounds very close to gleeful. Then a cackle of wild laughter. Part of Liam wonders who would be making such a noise at this time of day, so early in the morning; another part of him feels a sinking sense of dread. The voice, the laughter had a familiar timbre to it, but it can’t be his father. Tomás neither whoops nor cackles. Liam can’t recall ever hearing his father laugh. It can’t be him. Can it?

The door of the widow’s cottage bursts open, squealing on its hinges. And then a huge voice fills the narrow space, pushing at its clay walls, its wooden beams.

‘Where is my boy? Where is my Liam? I must see him – I—’

There is a flurry of scuffling and mumbling. Liam rises and tiptoes fearfully to the lip of the loft: two men are attempting to restrain a wild-haired man-creature, who is adorned with greenery. Ferns are stuffed into each of his pockets; he wears a rough-hewn crown of leaves around his head; there are rushes woven crudely about his wrists and ankles.

‘Mo mhac!’ the creature cries, upon seeing Liam. ‘A bhuachaill!’

It is hard for Liam to comprehend the scene below him, nor can he decide what is more shocking: his father’s outlandish appearance, the fact that he is expressing affection, or that he is addressing him thus in front of other people. He always warns Liam and his sisters against speaking their native tongue anywhere outside their home because, he says, you never know when the redcoats might be listening and they would punish anyone, even a child, if they overheard.

‘There you are,’ the person who bears a disquieting resemblance to his father yells, wresting himself loose. ‘I have so much to tell you, so much, you will never believe—’

Gaping down at his father, Liam feels something brush his sleeve: the widow has come to stand next to him. He looks up into her face to see if she understands the gravity of the situation, but her expression is one of resignation. She sighs, then turns to climb down the ladder.

‘Mister,’ she says, as she steps down to the floor, ‘are you not ashamed to let your child see you in such a state? Where did you get the drink?’

She shakes a finger at each of the men holding Tomás back, and Liam recognises them as the two fishermen he’d seen the day before. ‘Which of you was it that gave it to him?’

The fishermen mumble, wasn’t me, missus, not me.

‘It was one of you,’ she insists. ‘I know it. I’ll get it out of you if I—’

‘My father doesn’t take a drink,’ Liam says quietly, as he descends the ladder.

The older of the fishermen lets out a guffaw; the other mutters an amused aside in a low tone. Quick as a flash, the widow lands a sharp slap, first on the shoulder of the older man, then on the arm of the younger.

‘He doesn’t!’ Liam protests. ‘Never.’

The widow leans towards Tomás, who gives her a wide, blissful smile. She sniffs the air near his face and, for a wild moment, Liam thinks she is about to kiss him, to press her lips to his temple or his cheekbone, as his mother does sometimes when she thinks no one is watching. But the widow draws back. ‘He doesn’t smell of the drink,’ she says.

‘That’s what I thought,’ the younger fisherman says, rubbing at his arm.

‘And his eyes are clear enough.’

‘We found him up by . . . you know . . .’ The older man drops his voice to a whisper, uttering some near-silent syllables. Liam’s keen ears catch the words ‘well’ and ‘waters’ and ‘singing to himself’.

The widow narrows her eyes. She reaches out, snatches the leaf-crown from Tomás’s head and tosses it into the smouldering grate. Tomás lets out a roar of protest and, throwing off the restraining hands of the men, lunges forward to retrieve it, trying to restore it, ashes and all, to his head.

Liam, the widow and the men all watch this solemnly, warily: each of them is wondering what to do next.

The widow, of course, takes charge.

‘Help me now,’ she says, beckoning to the men and to Liam. ‘We’ll need to get him out of those clothes if he’s not to catch his death.’

Tomás, realising what is happening and reluctant to lose his new costume of rushes and ferns, begins to run about the room, yelping. He knocks over pots, he upturns buckets, he slides under and over the table, he bangs his head twice on the low rafters, all the while crying out incoherent words about layers of time and the illusion of ownership. Eventually, the fishermen, strong from lifetimes of labour, tackle him to the floor by the half-door, and hold him down while the widow strips him of his sodden jacket with grim and determined fingers.

‘Shame on you,’ she scolds Tomás, as she might a child, ‘for being so bold. You lie there until I see to you.’

She removes his boots and socks, his shirt, and Liam has to turn his gaze from the appalling sight of his father’s bared limbs, the flash of dark hair at the centre of his chest. When the widow starts unbuttoning his trousers, the older man asks her if she would like him to take over the undressing.

The widow shakes her head. ‘It’s nothing I haven’t seen before.’

For the second time, the widow goes to her chest and brings out a nightshirt in thick flannel, old and well-worn, and pulls it over Tomás’s naked body. Liam sees the long, pale flanks, the muscled and hairy calves, the knobbed elbows all disappear inside the flannel. Then the three of them haul Tomás – more pliant and subdued now – to the chair before the fire, place a blanket about his knees, and then seem to consider their duty done. The men nod at the widow; one of them ruffles Liam’s hair; they leave. The widow flings a piece of sacking around her shoulders and goes out to see to her livestock. And Liam is left alone with the man who looks like his father, but isn’t.

He takes a step towards him, then another. His father is sitting in the chair, his head bowed. A strange, thin noise is coming off him, drifting into the air like smoke: a kind of humming or crooning, the pitch of which slides up and down, like a rosined bow upon taut strings.

‘Da?’ Liam says.

His father doesn’t respond. Liam ventures closer. Tomás is intent on something in his lap. Liam peers over his father’s hunched shoulder and sees that he is mending the leaf-crown, his ashy fingers threading the stalks into pierced holes, deftly and expertly. Where has his father learned to do such a thing? How does he know to make a hole like that and to weave the stalk just so and to turn the crown in his hands so that one leaf follows the next and then the next? Liam sees an oak leaf followed by an ash followed by an aspen.

He puts out a finger and touches his father lightly, ever so lightly, on the back, feeling the muscle through the unfamiliar nightgown. His father starts as if poked with a stick, and swings his head around. Upon seeing Liam, his face breaks into a delighted smile.

‘A mhic,’ he says. ‘Come here to me.’ He reaches out and seizes him, and for a moment, Liam thinks he is about to be severely chastised, perhaps even beaten, which is not his father’s way, but instead, to his horror, he is swept up into his father’s embrace, onto his lap, the leaf-crown placed on his head, his father’s arms around him, tight as ships’ ropes.

‘I have so much to tell you,’ his father breathes into his ear, ‘so much to say, I hardly know where to begin, but because you and I are for ever bound together in this, aren’t we, and we must always work side by side, and there must be no secrets between us, so in that spirit—’

‘Da,’ Liam whispers, hot with discomfort, with this flood of words, with the peculiarity of sitting on his father’s lap, great boy of ten that he is, with the woven leaves that are slipping over his eyes, ‘where were you? We all thought—’

‘Where wasn’t I?’ his father cries, delighted. ‘My boy, I have been everywhere and yet nowhere. I have scaled the heights, I have run to the depths, I have been abroad and yet have stayed within the reach and shadow of—’

‘What are you talking about?’ interrupts Liam, in desperation. ‘You . . . you seem . . . different.’

‘I am different. Everything is different. I have something for you, now, where is it?’ His father leaps up, heedless, so that Liam tumbles to the floor, and begins to riffle through his pockets.

‘Da, are you drunk?’

‘I am not. Are you?’

‘Me?’ Liam is confused. ‘Of course not, but—’

‘I found something, or something was revealed to me,’ his father is emptying his pockets, with hasty hands, turning out stones and twigs and leaves and Liam’s lost boot, and discarding them to the floor, ‘and I took it as a sign that I was at last . . .’ He becomes distracted by some ferns that fall out of one of the pockets and crouches to gather them carefully, as if they are nuggets of gold. Liam reaches for the boot and clutches it to his chest, finding a modicum of comfort in its familiar leather contours – his mother might have cried if he’d lost it, for it would have to do for Rose when he’d grown out of it.

His father straightens up, one hand filled with ferns and moss.

‘My point,’ he says, with sudden urgency, ‘my point, Liam, child of my heart, is that everything we’ve thought until now – everything is . . .’ He seems to lose focus, his fingers burrowing into the seams of his jacket.

‘Everything is?’ Liam prompts.

‘. . . is wrong.’

‘Wrong?’

His father beams at him, as if taking his repetition for agreement. ‘I knew you’d understand – I knew it. What we thought we knew – or perhaps I mean what I thought I knew, because I do not blame you, my son, for how is one so young to know? – is all wrong. About the land, about our history, and the intersection of both.’

He seizes Liam’s face in his hands, and Liam finds that palmfuls of damp moss and twigs are being crushed to his cheeks.

‘I see it all now. I see that maps cannot be made with theodolites and poles and compasses alone. These are but playthings.’

Liam gasps, dumbstruck at this heresy. He scans the features of his father’s face, the red-calligraphed eyes, so close to his. Could this be a trap? Should Liam agree or disagree?

‘They are?’ he mutters.

‘Necessary playthings,’ his father says, ‘but playthings all the same. How much more there is to the land! I have never before seen it thus. How layered, how nuanced is the geological form, especially when considered from the angle of human habitation and who . . .’ Tomás holds aloft a finger for emphasis, and Liam takes the opportunity to discreetly wrest his head from his father’s grasp ‘. . . who is laying claim to it. Or should I say whose claim is in the ascendant?’

Tomás paces to the door in his socks, whereupon he swirls around and paces to the fireplace, then back to the door. Agitated and pale of face, he runs his fingers through his hair, over and over again.

‘My point is, my point is, my point is . . . that there needs to be a map of how this land really is, of how it has always been, of what lies beneath whatever order or disorder others might impose upon it. There must be a way to create such a document. And to do so would be an act of honour. Honour and resistance. The whole matter rests in our hands, do you see?’

Liam nods, then shakes his head because he has no idea what his father is talking about, but Tomás seems not to notice, reeling about the room, addressing his words to the air, to the rafters above them, still sifting through his pockets.

‘I can begin the work, of course, but you – you – you must be the one who continues it, after I’m gone. What’s important is that we begin right away so that when the soldiers come, we will be ready, won’t we, and we will tell them, in no uncertain terms—’ He pauses again for he seems to have located whatever it was he had been searching for. He comes towards Liam on dancing feet, something gripped in his fingers.

‘Look, now, what I have for you. This will explain everything. You will see as I do. Here. Open your hands.’

Liam puts down the boot and obediently holds out his cupped palms. His father places into them, as reverent as a priest bestowing holy communion, a single pebble.

The boy looks down at it. It is about the circumference of a halfpenny, and smooth. Grey in colour, with a curious divot at one end. Four striations in white quartz run around its length. It feels cool in his palm, and curiously heavy for so small a stone.

He looks up at his father. Tomás is gazing down at him with suppressed delight and expectation.

‘Now do you see?’ his father whispers. ‘Do you understand?’

‘So . . .’ Liam looks from pebble to parent and back again, willing himself to comprehend what is happening, groping for an explanation.

‘This is older than any of us, older than humans, older than the soil itself. It was here before us and it will be here after us. This hole here, do you see, you can place into it a desire or the name of your greatest enemy or that of the one you love best, and you will know, or can guess, without me telling you, where I found it.’

‘Where?’

‘The well, of course.’

‘The well?’

‘The spring. The tobar. In the copse. You saw it too, didn’t you? I drank from it, deeply, and I believe you did too.’

‘I . . .’

‘The well? You saw it – I know you did. The place where . . .’ Tomás flaps his hands about his head, frenzied, his thoughts seemingly outrunning his words ‘. . . where everything meets. Where . . . where . . . You saw it, didn’t you?’

‘I saw a stream and—’

‘Yes!’ His father grips his shoulders in ecstasy. ‘Exactly! So, you understand. You don’t have to say anything now. Just nod.’

Liam hesitates. He curls his fingers around the pebble. Its underside, where it is in contact with his palm, has drawn into itself the heat of his body; its upper side is still cool. The tip of his index finger fits neatly into the divot. And because he is miles from home, from his mother and sisters, and because there is no one here to help him, and because the wild and deranged man before him seems to have replaced the only father he’s ever known, and because he doesn’t know what else to do, he nods.

Tomás lunges towards him, grasping him in an enormous hug, lifting him off his feet. ‘My boy, my boy,’ his father mutters, as he clasps a bewildered and terrified Liam to his chest. ‘We’ll begin straight away.’

‘Begin?’ Liam says, as he is put back on his feet.

His father rakes his fingers through his unruly hair, darting looks about him. ‘Yes! It was no coincidence that we happened upon that copse, that we were drawn inside. We were chosen for this task, you and I. So we won’t delay. We’ll start now, today.’

‘Start what?’

Tomás laughs, as if what Liam is saying makes no sense at all. ‘To redraw the maps, of course.’

Liam, in his thirty-first year, in the humid room of his interrogation, rises from the bench and walks to the wall, where he presses his forehead into the cool distemper and runs a finger around the inside of his damp collar. The chamber is airless, with only one high window. In the restless Calcutta dusk, the strange, probing aerial roots of a banyan tree rattle against the pane.

Behind him, the men at the table murmur in surprise; one of them barks at Liam to sit down again at once. He ignores this injunction, keeping his interrogators out of sight. He grips with all ten of his fingertips the powdery surface of the wall.

From here, it is just possible to glimpse a section of the outside world through the single window. There is a parakeet feather resting in a fork of the banyan tree, its hooked filaments iridescent in the last rays of the sun, turning from blue to green to purple. He would like perhaps to stand on a stool, unlatch the window, to reach out and take the feather, to make it his, to put it carefully into the pocket of his garment, which is so drab and monochrome, after all. He would like to take it to his siblings, to give it to them, as if it might explain where he has been, what has happened to him or—

From the table comes a peremptory voice asking Liam if he can pinpoint the moment he went wrong or was led astray, and where God or his conscience might reside, where the Holy Father might have concealed himself, as if He is a lost handkerchief or wristwatch that Liam has carelessly misplaced.

‘Did any of you ever see a tobar?’ Liam interrupts.

The five other men look about in consternation and confusion. It is the first utterance Liam has made all day. He clears his throat and begins to speak to them of an ancient tradition in his country, where you make devotions to a well or spring, in the hope of a cure or the easing of a problem, dating from pre-Christian times, of course, but some were blessed by priests in an attempt to divert the people to the ways of God.

This is met with mutterings of disquiet, a single cry of outrage.

‘My father set great store in—’ Liam stops himself, again pulling at the tightness of his collar. ‘I made an offering myself once,’ he says instead, and turns his gaze back to the window, where the sky is just beginning to turn the deep indigo of early evening. ‘I didn’t understand the power of it at the time – I was too young, you see – but now I wonder if it didn’t in fact change everything, if it wasn’t entirely instrumental in—’

‘What has this to do with the matter at hand?’

‘Hard to say,’ Liam murmurs, his eye still on the parakeet feather, its purplish sheen, its green depths. ‘Maybe everything.’

Tomás doesn’t sleep for three days and nights. Neither, much to Liam’s relief, does he touch their charts, drafts or field books. Instead, he talks. On and on his voice goes, words and sentences pouring in torrents from his mouth. He talks about landforms, ancient and historic; he talks about rivers and their courses, from spring to estuary; he gives over an afternoon to discussing with himself the question of pagan wells and sacred springs. There is a whole evening during which he delivers a long disquisition on this world, parallel worlds, how to locate portals between them, and the ways and times each might be open to the other, until the widow yells at him to hush because there are some here who need to sleep. Liam slips in and out of slumber, and whenever he opens his eyes, his father is pacing about, muttering, or has taken himself off to wander about the peninsula. Tomás talks to the widow, he talks to Liam, he talks to the spinster sisters at the end of the lane, and to the old man who lives by the road; he follows the fishermen out to their currachs, and when they get tired of listening to him, he talks to their donkey.

Around dawn of the fourth day of his sleeplessness, he takes a breath in the middle of a soliloquy about soil to announce that they will be building a bonfire on the strand, as soon as there is enough light. He will require help so Liam should get himself dressed at once and start collecting dry kindling. What is the bonfire for? Liam asks, from the safety of his bed, still half asleep.

Tomás lets out a huff of incredulous laughter, as if the answer is obvious, and says: To burn all the maps and the name books, of course.

Liam sits bolt upright. His hour has come. He must act. There is no one else. He snatches up his britches, yanks them on, he pulls his jersey over his head, and all the while he keeps up some chatter, to throw his father off the scent. Where will we find dry firewood, Da? he gabbles. Has he a place in mind for the fire? What about up near the dunes, or would that be too much of a danger to the widow’s thatch?

Hands stiff with panic, Liam seizes the name books from beside his father’s pallet and crams them haphazardly into the leather satchel. Down below, Tomás is talking about wind direction and how maps are acts of colonisation, enemy tools that must be destroyed, and Liam says, in a loud voice, Oh, right you are, Da.

All the while, he is grappling with the slippery drafts, the rolls of his father’s sketches, slotting one inside another and tying them tight. So much work, so much labour: he would marvel at the extent and skill of it if he wasn’t making sure to gather it up, petrified that he might have missed a single book or page. All those hours and days and weeks spent painstakingly at the widow’s table, Liam at his father’s elbow, ready to pass him ruler, ink, a new nib, a sharpened pencil, listening out for the curt test questions his father intermittently fires at him about elevations or the principle of triangulation.

When he at last has the satchel on his back and the maps under one arm, he hovers at the top of the ladder, heart hammering. Tomás, still below, seems to be engaged by a homily about patterns of precipitation. How will Liam get himself through the room and out of the door without Tomás seeing? He cannot let his father destroy these papers, hurl weeks and weeks of work into the fire, to erase all they have achieved out here on the peninsula to fit some new crazed design of his disordered mind. Liam will do whatever he has to in order to prevent it.

Tomás is over by the window, examining a spray of seaweed, holding it up to the light. It must be now. Liam bites his lip, looking down the length of the ladder, the stretch of floor to the door. He shuts his eyes briefly, summoning courage, picturing his mother, and Enda, and little Rose, because he knows that if his father is allowed to fling this work onto a bonfire, the redcoats will not pay him, and won’t employ him again, and then where would they be? Turned out of their home to starve at the side of the road. Liam launches himself, rattlingly, down the rungs, trying not to weep with the worry of it all, through the room, and out of the door, into a mild dawn with everything in his arms.

As he bolts across the yard, pursued by his father’s angry cries, it comes to him that he hadn’t formed a plan of where to go or what to do next. He had only thought as far as getting all the papers down from the loft and out of the house. So he runs in zigzags, his head clanging with alarm, his arms piled high, feet skidding in the dirt, desperate to save the work but having no idea what he might do, where he could stash all this to keep it safe.

Luck is on his side because the widow, a quick-witted woman, spots him from her milking stool in the little byre attached to the house, and hisses at him to come to her. And together, the widow and Liam hastily hide it all in the rafters above the cow’s stall, where Tomás will never think to look.

Moments later, Tomás comes roaring out of the cottage after his son and his work, still in his nightgown and his wilting crown of leaves. He finds only an empty yard and the widow innocently milking her cow.

‘Where is he?’ the maddened Tomás demands.

‘Who?’ the widow says, her hands working away.

‘Mo mhac.’

‘I haven’t seen hair nor hide of him all morning, mister. Now get inside and put on some clothes – you’re making a terrible show of yourself.’

Tomás grunts, stamps about the yard a few times, peers around the sides of the house, then goes back into the cottage. The widow, who is thinking that she hadn’t accounted for this kind of trouble when she agreed to take in these lodgers, waits a moment, then says: ‘He’s gone. You can come out.’

Liam, concealed behind the cow, presses his forehead against its broad, silken side. He could stay here for ever, in this sweet-smelling place of straw and grass. Wedged between the lime-washed wall and the contented beast, he could live out his whole span of years here. Except, of course, for the matter of his mother and his sisters, far away in the Lanes. How he longs for them in this moment, with the cow and the straw and the pfft-pfft sound of the milk hitting the empty pail. For Rose’s trusting hand in his, for Enda’s boldness, for his mother’s good sense. He recalls his mother, suddenly, bent over her work – she often takes in sewing for the people who live in fine houses in the big squares – and the slanting stitches she was using to fix a hole in a lace collar, stitches so tiny as to be invisible, as if done by the hand of a faery. She had murmured, to herself perhaps, or to him, that she didn’t like the thought of Liam going so far away; she didn’t like the family being parted down the middle like this. And she was right, as she always is: no good has come of it at all.

When Liam finally extricates himself from his hiding place and ventures back inside, he discovers his father at the table, busy with the drawing of his new map. He is also, inevitably, talking: ‘Now would you not agree . . .’ Tomás is mumbling, either to himself or perhaps the old dog curled up at his feet, as he dips his pen into the ink ‘. . . that myth is the close relative of fact? We’re talking here about the earliest people of this country and . . .’ he makes a long, sure stroke across the uppermost left-hand corner of his page ‘. . . the way they chose to go to ground. This in turn, of course, goes back to how land is history, and history is land, how everything you might see, rocks or trees or fields, is—’

‘Da.’ Liam cuts across the flood of words – it is, he’s discovered, the only way.

His father pauses in his speech but his hand keeps moving: Liam watches it add the miniature crosshatchings of rocks on one side of the line – which he now recognises to be the clifftop not far from here – and the sprouted marshland symbols on the other. Strange, he thinks, that his father seems to have entirely lost his mind but not his extraordinary cartographic skill. Tomás can draw geographical features freehand and with great rapidity, but can’t answer a simple question.

‘Did you eat your breakfast?’ Liam asks.

Tomás looks at him quizzically, with eyes wide and dark as sea anemones. ‘It’s so clear to me,’ he says to the dog, or perhaps his son, ‘that I don’t know why I never saw it before. This is a country that has attracted wave upon wave of conquerors, those who seek to occupy and enslave, but now I alone see how we can resist. To map is to assume power. We can redraw the very land we walk upon, record it how it is, how it was, how it will be. We will not use their names, their estate lines, their plantation boundaries, their barracks: these shall be erased. The very essence of the land, the soil is exactly—’

‘Da?’

‘I must tell you, child,’ Tomás says urgently, placing his pen in his inkwell and taking up another, ‘that if any animal or bird crosses your path and asks for your aid, you must give it. Do you promise?’

‘What about—’

‘Promise!’

‘I promise, but—’

‘And if any bestows upon you such thing as a feather or a whisker or a part of its hide, you must keep it safe and return it, when asked, but only to its owner. You,’ he pokes Liam in the chest, before applying himself to the map, this time with a pen from his cerulean inkpot, ‘will sail the wide oceans. You will ascend the blustery summit. You shall be tested and found wanting but you shall break the bonds that hold you. You will live among strangers and learn foreign tongues. And if you find the rays of the sun too hot, or not to your liking, do you know what you must do?’

Liam stares at his father, at his glittering eyes, at the hand from which pour rivulets of blue – rivers, pools, loughs, an estuary – and he has to swallow a sob to say: ‘I don’t.’

His father, adding a sign to his map with a flourish, laughs. ‘Liam! It’s obvious! You come back here!’

‘Here?’

Tomás stabs the table with startling force. ‘Here.’

Liam looks down. His father’s middle finger, ink-stained, calloused on the first joint from the pressure of a pen, is pressed to his half-drawn map. Liam sees the contour lines, close together, of two inclines, a dwelling place just below, a minuscule mark in blue ink, from which flow seven streams, and in his father’s crabbed calligraphy, the word: tobar.

‘To . . . to the . . . well?’

His father grasps the cloth of Liam’s jacket, a blissful grin cracking open his face. ‘Exactly so.’

‘Da.’ Liam passes his tongue over chapped lips, summoning his courage. He is telling himself he mustn’t cry. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about, I don’t understand any of it. Please can you stop this? Can we go back to the way everything was, with you and me measuring the peninsula? I’ll help you, I promise, I’ll do everything you tell me. I’ll hold the surveying pole straight every time – you won’t have to remind me, I won’t complain about the cold, I promise, Da. Please. Please don’t be drawing this map. It’ll only bring trouble for us. What happened to you . . . at the well that day? What was it that—’

But his father speaks over him, as he takes up the green-ink pen. ‘Now, as I was saying, myth is fact and fact is myth, and both are embodied in the land itself and . . .’

On the afternoon of the fifth day, the priest arrives.

Tomás would never admit as much to anyone but, even in his right mind, he cannot remember anything about his childhood, his parentage, or where it was he came from.

All that information, all those days and years and nights of living under a roof, up until the age of perhaps twelve, all those facts and names that might skewer and pin his identity: gone. All the conversations and meals, the work, the dressing and undressing, perhaps in the company of brothers and sisters, the animals they fed and cared for, the bedding, the cups and plates, the very soil they ploughed and sowed: gone from him. The people who reared him, gave birth to him, washed his clothes, tidied his hair for mass, fed him, plucked him off the ground when he fell: not a trace remained. The landscape of his home, its fields and pastures and trees and paths, the memory of his home’s hearth or doorstep or rafters or bedding: vanished without trace.

All he has is the recollection of a long, frost-shirred road rolling out before him, and his name. The latter had been sewn, in a looping black script, into the breast pocket of a jacket he was wearing on the day he was brought to the workhouse. Embroidered there by the hand of his mother, he supposed, in the time before.

Of the frosty road, he knows this: that it cut through a V-shaped valley, with high peaks on either side, a deep and slate-grey lough filling its base, that he had been compelled to walk its length, very slowly, the dark shapes of the hillsides on either side of him biting into the sky, and that the weather had been bitter and chill, and dusk had been upon them, and the air was thick with the choking, sweetish scent of rot. It invaded his nose, filtered right down to the bottom of his lungs: ever after he would recognise the smell instantly, if he came across it. If he allows himself to delve into his mind, if he probes the memory at all, which he tries never to do, he senses that he had not been alone on that road. There were others with him, and they are hazy to him now, with indistinct voices. There was at least one taller than him, and some smaller, whose hands Tomás had held, and some of these figures had hair that shone bright copper in the flinty dawn light. Whenever Tomás finds himself ambushed by these thoughts, which isn’t often for he is assiduous in keeping them at bay, he recalls that he had no wish to walk this road, and very little strength for it, but that he had to, and that was that.

And then there exists a yawning gap in his recollections. His mind holds nothing more of the road, its geography, the cold dusk and the damp dawn, and the others who walked it with him, their little hands in his. The next he knows, unaccountably, is that he was found alone, on the outskirts of a village, begging for food, by two men with a cart. Tomás knew enough to fear these men, with their smiles and their soft voices and their strange clothes, buttoned black suits with white collars, their promises of help, the curious way they addressed each other as ‘Friend’. He knew in the core of himself, he could not say why, that when they said ‘orphanage’ they in fact meant ‘workhouse’, which was a word that carried dread and shame; such a place would lock you away and you might never come out again, so he tried to run, tried to pull himself from the grasp of the men with starched collars, who had him by the wrist. He had been warned of the dangers of the workhouse, he knew, by someone who loved him. So he kicked out, wrested himself free, slipped through an alleyway between two dwellings, his bare feet skidding on rounded pebbles, but one of the men came after him and there was such a weakness in Tomás’s limbs, and here now was the other man, waiting at the far end of the alleyway, and between them they caught him up, loaded him into their cart and took him with them.

Of the cart Tomás possesses a clearer sense. The sway and creak of the axle, the tittuping hoofs of the two donkeys pulling it, the filthy and stricken faces of the other children who were collected, as he had been, from villages and verges. The countryside reeling past, empty and denuded; patches of land mere churned mud pierced with drooping and blackened stalks, and the fenced and guarded fields of the landlords filled with waving, golden corn. A gulley outside a town with a curious humpy shape that he thought might be a haystack but when they got closer, it began to resemble a heap of human bodies, left there under the sky, and he tried to look away, because it had to be a trick his eyes were playing on him and he had no desire to see those entangled limbs, all bone and joint, the teeth stained green. A row of cabins with their thatch burned to cinders, doors split in two by the axes of the eviction gangs, furniture and crockery fanned out on the ground. The figures that rose from the roadside and hobbled towards the cart, so many of them, mile after mile of their brittle arms, their cries and entreaties. A bent-over creature standing at the end of a long path, half man, half dog, with the hair gone from its head and yellowish fur growing on its cheeks and neck, and how it stared to see them pass, and Tomás saw it was a young man, his face quite distorted by madness, and he was chewing, chewing on a mouthful of leaves. A tattered woman who ran with surprising strength alongside them, saying, Would you buy a cup, sir, would you buy a pair of spectacles, or a bawneen? and snatched with her bleeding fingernails at the arm of a child by the backboard of the cart, and Tomás had to prise apart her grip and slap her away, and he turned to see her crumple into a puddle of rags in the middle of the road.

When they arrived, after a day and a night of riding the back roads, they numbered eight in all. The workhouse was at the edge of an unfamiliar town with a river cutting through it; grey stone bridges arched over it, looking to Tomás like the lithe forms of sleeping sea monsters. It was a large, imposing stone building with high walls around it; he wondered what the place had been before these times, why it was here, and when he asked the men on the cart, they said it used to be a barracks for the redcoat soldiers, that the children would be looked after here and, no, they themselves would not be coming in with them – they would be leaving them here and returning to the roads to seek out more orphans.

Outside the workhouse iron gates were huddled groups of people, sheltering in the lee of the walls, and Tomás looked at them carefully, asking himself, did he recognise that woman with the dark plait, was there anything of note in that old man’s scarred cheek? But the person opening the gate was brandishing a stick and slashing it towards these figures, shouting at them to get back, so the people melted away and Tomás was carried forward, through the gates, which clanged shut behind him.

He would ask himself later, when he had become a maker of maps, in an ever-simmering attempt to unpick the question of his origins, how long had he travelled on that cart? For how many miles, and in what direction? Had they taken a circuitous route through different villages or parishes? How far was the workhouse from his place of birth, from the road through the river-cut valley? But he had been only a child; he hadn’t yet learned the ways of assessing distance or navigation, of recording and remembering names of villages and townlands. There was no chance he could ever retrace the cart’s journey.

The workhouse was all he had now, was what he was: he was confined within its walls, its rules, its systems, its hierarchies. He rose at the sound of one bell; he ate at the toll of another; he set to work at the ringing of a third; he put away his tasks when told; he lay down to sleep at the final bell of the day. He was watchful, mostly silent. He kept to the edges of rooms, observing which boys to avoid, which he might safely bed down beside, which were most likely to steal food from his serving. He learned to keep a fist raised and ready to defend his plate, as others did, and to sleep in his clothes if he wanted to keep them; he learned that the best way to keep warm at night was to curl up with your knees pressed to your chest. For Tomás, it seemed, had decided he was going to live; he had discovered, to his faint surprise, that within him was an inexplicable but strong urge to survive. It gushed through his veins, lit up the branched tangles of his brain. It seized him by the scruff each morning and hauled him to his feet. He would not be going under, it told him, he would get out of here and live his life.

There were perhaps thirty children at the workhouse when Tomás arrived, housed in a long cabin at the back of the yard, girls in one dormitory and boys in the other. The wardens clothed these children in whatever was to hand, gave them a bed of straw and sacking, a slice of bread and one serving of thin meal porridge a day; they put them to work; they buried those who failed to wake in the mornings, with scant ceremony, in a pit just outside the walls. There was a school, of sorts, paid for by the same Christian society to which the men with the cart belonged; for a brief hour the young inmates might receive instruction from a visiting priest, or a listless schoolmaster would drill them in the basics of letters and numbers. It was soon discovered that when a slate was put in front of him, Tomás could write in a fluent script and perform sums; he could recite poetry in three languages. When the priest stood before them, Tomás found he could flawlessly produce the words of the catechism. The schoolmaster demanded to know who had put this learning into his head, but he could find no answer. Soon, the schoolmaster got Tomás to instruct the younger ones while he rested his feet on a windowsill and his head on a wall and fell into a doze. It was always Tomás the wardens displayed before the governors or visiting landowners who might be moved to donate to the cause of relief, as an example of their methods, and the fine people in their beautiful clothes nodded and smiled when Tomás spoke out his multiplication tables.

Otherwise, he worked, alongside fellow inmates, breaking up stones so that the redcoats could make roads with them, or cutting up hides in the shoe-mending workshop.

If stationed in the yard, Tomás spent a lot of time gazing through the railings at the town streets, at the twisting silver surface of the river, watching people come and people go, soldiers marching past in formation, scattering all before them, weapons gleaming, their sergeants yelling orders, the way the cobbles shone in the rain and yielded up billows of dust in the summer. The donkey cart continued to arrive, intermittently, through the locked gates, bringing more orphaned children to the door.

One day, Tomás was asked to go and take care of the cart’s beasts. Strangely, he found that he knew just what to do: grip them by the harness, unhook the yoke from their soft necks, all the while speaking to them in low and reassuring tones, and rub a knuckle near their long-lashed brown eyes, then say, Hup-hup, and guide them to a bucket of water. He watched his hands and heard his tongue perform these tasks and knew, in an embedded, airless part of himself, that he had done it all before, and many times, in the unknowable life he’d once had. He found, too, that he knew to wedge the water bucket with a stone so that they didn’t kick it over in their eagerness and thirst. As he stood near the beasts, inhaling their remote-familiar-upsetting-soothing scent, he noticed that a girl had climbed down from the cart, come up to the donkeys and, like him, was pressing her knuckle into their furred foreheads with a movement of such gentleness and care. It struck Tomás in that moment that these were qualities he had not observed in anyone for a long time so he turned to examine her properly.

She was slight, of course, with something of the bird about her, a linnet perhaps or a thrush – that same brightness of eye, a quizzical tilt to the head. Most incredible to Tomás was the curling yellow hair falling to below her waist. He looked at the waterfall of it – it had been a long time since he had seen hair like that – and decided not to tell her that the wardens would have it severed from her head in a matter of minutes. It was said they sold it to wig-makers. He looked at the tears spreading silently down her cheeks and knew that she, like him, had had another life and was now embarking on this one, and he was surprised by the urge in himself to speak to her, to ask her where she was from and who her people had been.

‘What’s your name?’ he heard his voice say, which took him aback because he generally found speaking painful and unnecessary.

The girl paused in the crooning noises she was making to the donkeys and looked at him across their backs, as if wondering what kind of a person he might be. For a moment, he believed she wouldn’t speak, that she would decide he was not to be trusted, that she would turn and walk away. But she cleared her throat.

‘Seraphina,’ she answered. ‘But I’m always called Phina. And you?’

Reflexively, he touched a hand to the breast pocket of his jacket where his name was spelt out in black thread. Her eyes, unnaturally large in their sockets, followed this movement.

‘Tomás,’ he got out, then fell silent, not because he had nothing more to say to her. He found, in fact, that he would have liked to ask her many more questions, such as had she scrabbled with her fingernails in the soil to see if any of the crop had escaped the blight, had she been reduced to living in a ditch with only branches to cover her head, had she been driven to eat grass or weeds that turned her mouth to a green cave and her bowels to water?

He was silenced because he didn’t want to say to her that the wardens would shortly be taking not only her hair from her but her name too. ‘Seraphina’ would, he knew, be deemed too ornate for a starveling. So he said nothing but stood with her as they petted the beasts. And when some of the others ran up to her, saw the fine woollen shawl she had about her shoulders and tried to snatch it, Tomás stepped towards them and thumped two of them in the side of the head – he found that he knew how to do this, too – and told them to let her alone. The shawl, patterned, with a long fringe of tassels, he had seen was much too big for her, it was of a size meant for a grown woman, but she clutched it as if her life depended on it.

Her name Tomás was right about – and the hair. It was cropped to her scalp that very night, and she was informed by the wardens that she would henceforth be ‘Frances’. They also took the shawl, saying it was far too smart a piece altogether for a girl like her.

With a sure and righteous hand, Father Joseph pushes open the upper section of the widow’s half-door and surveys the scene before him. A single long room, cast in a dim pall, despite the patchy sunshine outside; a waning fire cracks and grumbles in the grating; three fish recline, open-eyed, in a bowl of salt on the windowsill; a couple of smoking rush-lights rest on the wooden board that serves as a table.

At the table stands a man.
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