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Osprey de Flunkl, who wants everything he sees and whom you will call Sir, in a retinue of four, moves through a valley at a tired pace that all his men have conspired with him to make appear leisurely. De Flunkl, a young man in his late teens who leads the procession, is singing la la la la la tunelessly. Due to the yawning dimensions of the valley that contains him, these superfluous noises are, in a lessened form, returned to him in lagging echoes. Behind him, his serving man, Harold Tuite, carries his gear for him in a brown sack, across his back. This man is all crooked and bent over with the heavy sack, which, he feels, is weighted down with the sins they all filled it with in Trim. The sin is that oldest one, that of property, and de Flunkl has made off with much of it, abetted by his serving men and the advantage of the deepest sickness.

They have been travelling for three days. Yesterday, they were in Trim. Now they are moving towards Nobber in an attempt to accrue some more sins, but please, see them as though from above.

A young fox follows them, darting behind tall clumps of grass at a distance. Bluebells, nettles, strange strains of French hollyhocks, clearly imported, but how they came upon a place so remote is only to be wondered at. A thrush lands on a foxglove, tipping it over with its weight. It opens its beak to them, and chirrups, insanely, its little black eyes vacant. An ocean of nettles ripples in the wind. They smell sweet and dusty. What they have left behind them is the dark blue of the Wicklow Mountains, the outline imprinted against scant, dreamish clouds, giving them definition and shaping them. There is a hardwood forest on their left that creeps upwards with the valley at a gentle slope. This throws total shade on them. Underneath the nettles that occasionally, as though they are making love, form complex symbiotic knots to catch their legs, hidden, are middle-aged trees’ dead stumps, fresh and raw, still bleeding sap from recent hacked amputations, and for this the procession has had to dismount so as not to break the two horses’ legs and, now, the last man in line, William of Roscrea, leads the bridle of the first, and the other follows of its own will, occasionally dragging its sensitive, black nose through the tall grass. 

De Flunkl sweats under his cloth tunic and daubs himself with a dock leaf, cupping the sweat in the fold of the leaf, and then licks it away to maintain the equilibrium of his internal humours. On the right, above them on the other side of the valley, the quadrants of fields have broken down into one another. Heifers, heavy sows and ewes, their lambs at their teat, laze along the way. The fields above them are untilled and unmanned in a quiet confusion. Pleasantly low-key chaos, idyllic almost, is everywhere. 

All these animals, but especially the sheep, whose wool is particularly receptive to nature’s adhesives, like the entrapping filaments of spiders’ webs, are lightly dusted with pollen, turning them into a dull yellow parade of faded, tired beasts. The pollen-coating on their fur, skins and wool makes them appear very slightly further away, and more dead, than they actually are. 

These broken fields are awash with June’s buttercups, glowing and bright in the sun. The whole upper side of the valley is a fractal legion of golden faces, a yellow multitude only occasionally punctured by tall clumps of thistles that look menacing and dark amongst so much golden shining. 

Cattle, having broken down walls and burst through hedges, now freely mingle with squawking geese, going where they will. It is all very friendly, though earlier in the day the retinue had been overtaken by two escaped warring bulls that bucked and kicked and stampeded down the path in sideways bursts and kicks, stumbling and hurtling their horns against one another. They had met one of the bulls later in the morning on its side, along the path, a gash in its haunches, bawling sadly, its eyes raised towards them, baleful and confused, but it was toppled over by colic, not the horn that slashed it, its sides heaving and bursting with too much plenitude of rich grass, dark like the shade they are in, encompassed. 

‘Noah’s vessel must have been a vehicle for great incestuous confusions and fornications,’ de Flunkl says to himself, almost happily, gazing at all the loose congregations of animals, and William of Roscrea gives, out of habit, his nodding assent.

Out of the forest, like another deeper echo or some auditory mirror, comes the tuneless humming la la la la, the perfect mimic to de Flunkl’s previous annoying humming.

Harold groans, beads of sweat blinding him, creating shards of light in his eyes like rainbows seen through a prism of crystal.

‘This,’ Harold says, ‘is no echo.’ 

‘Is this a bird?’ de Flunkl asks.

William of Roscrea is also blinded by a well of hot light from a gap between the heavy summer foliage, this absence made by a branch hanging solely from its sheath of bark that was, at some former point, struck by lightning. He blinks the glaring shine away and sees that four Gaels have run out of the woods, though maybe not, as they seem to always have been there from the steadfastness of their stance, the steadiness of their breaths. They hold the way ahead, which is also the higher ground.

Harold doesn’t know when this happened, nobody does. He drops his sack, and the procession comes to a halt. 

An abrupt meeting – a gift from nature. The fox, far behind them, darts into the woods, the clatter of metal from inside the sack scaring it off, quelling its curiosity and alighting its self-preservation. 

‘We wouldn’t have been warned if they wanted to take us,’ Harold says.

‘I know that,’ de Flunkl says. ‘Get the banner.’

The Gaels are all male, all bearded, all armed with spears. Their faces are sunburnt above their braided beards rounded off with beads. The front halves of their heads are shaved to the scalp and the hair behind grows long, beyond the shoulders. They have spirals painted onto their foreheads. Round their necks, hanging over their multi-coloured robes, are thin bronze chains that carry rudely carved wooden figurines, about the length of a hand, of circular women with no hair on their heads. Big-clitted women smiling little mysterious smiles out at the world, dragging the walls of their pussies apart, delighted with themselves. These little figurines are alien and puzzling, their facial features strangely sexless and vaguely surreal though non-threatening; their expansive vaginas twice as large as their already-oversized heads. That which lies beneath their heads, and above their gaping vulvas, is a minuscule torso; and de Flunkl is disgusted to see that not only are these little, wooden extra-terrestrial whores pulling their massive sexes apart, but that their long, apelike arms pass under their stretched legs at the knee to do so. 

‘Ready yourselves,’ he remarks to Harold, who cocks his head absently, slanting his eyes so his nose becomes visible to himself, and wondering if these necklaces, merely, are literal representations of Gael women’s anatomy. 

The Gaels, like their tokens, are also delighted with themselves. Untouched by the ravages of the sickness, they have become even more wandersome over the last three apocalyptic months, and their raiding, like their mourning and their weddings, is always strangely good-humoured. It is unsettling, their ways – good-humoured in times of strain and difficulty, ferocious in times of calm and mournful during feasts and while listening to musical refrains. 

Saint John of Barrow, the fourth, the youngest and the least of the retinue, hitherto unmentioned, a quiet child with two missing front teeth and shocking green eyes, waves the black cloth over his head, back and forth, to signify that they are infected and to approach no closer and the four Gaels start calling to them in at least two different languages: Manx and Gaelic, and possibly there are smattered smidgeons of Catalan amongst their confusion of words.

‘They will not be diverted. They can see we aren’t infected,’ William says. 

‘What are they saying?’ de Flunkl asks.

‘The one on the right is questioning the legitimacy of our eldest sons.’

‘Tell them to go back to their mountains, and to take their skinny sheep and phlegmatic wives with them,’ de Flunkl says.

‘My Lord, they have the higher ground.’

‘Translate, miscegenist,’ de Flunkl says and William does so, and one of the Gaels, the eldest, whose vermillion cape is folded in on itself and squirming as though it is alive, talks back in that queer guttural language de Flunkl knows to be mountain Gaelic. It sounds like the sheep the Gaels and peasants live in such close proximity with, and he speculates whether some foul Gaelic crossbreeding accounts for the choking sound of their r’s. 

‘He says they have presents for us.’

‘Tell them,’ de Flunkl says, ‘these heathen sons of bitches that marry their own slaves and who, without papal recommendation, propagate with their own nieces, and who have never seen a looking glass save the ones made by the pools of blood their women leave when they menstruate shamelessly in public. Tell these hairy sodomites that give their mothers and sisters control over them with their barbaric courts they can only hold in shanty huts. Tell them that they will have to kill us if they are exacting a toll because this is not their highway, this is not their path, this is not their country, this is not their valley. It is the king’s land, guarded by much deeds, held by esteemed Christian men with mighty forces and many grateful dependents.’

William, looking at his master out of the corner of his eye, translates perhaps eight words from his statement. It seems much too short a translation for de Flunkl’s liking, but nevertheless the man with the crawling, bustling, demonic cape answers.

‘He says they are Christians, and that he was just talking to the king yesterday and that he said it is most definitely their land.’

‘Dubious claimants, I’d say,’ de Flunkl says, looking like he is adding some large figure in his head.

‘I think they have their own ones.’

‘Oh, I see. Tell them if they are Christians they shall render unto Caesar, but also tell them that they’re not. And also say they’ll forfeit their tongues for questioning orders with such speechifying.’

After another bout of the Gaelic tongue, which de Flunkl now is suspicious of because it all seems very amicable, William says, ‘He tells me that they definitely are Christians and that’s why they’re all alive, and that we’re not proper Christians and that’s why all our society is being destroyed.’ 

‘Ask them what those things are round their necks,’ Harold calls out, from behind, as he lets one of the horses nuzzle his open palm. ‘They’re very strange.’

‘That is a good question,’ de Flunkl concurs. ‘What are those slight bitches round the neck?’ 

‘I want to know, too,’ Saint John says, speaking for the first time since dawn, munching on a fistful of grass to remove the mank dust that has whistled and drifted through the gap in his teeth and accumulated in his mouth from letting his jaw hang slack while breathing so heavily along the trek. 

Harold looks at the sky during a lengthy conversation in which two of the Gaels talk over one another, while William’s lips move silently in delayed comprehension. A batch of swallows disrupt the trees at head height, bursting out of it all at once like sweat from pores, and they are above their heads, warbling, arcing high over the valley like the curve of the world, and then they are gone.

‘Well,’ William of Roscrea says finally, the sweat on his back turning cold from inaction, his tunic sticking to him, ‘he says because we, he means you and I, or our people, are engaged in eliminating the family, which I suppose does mean his tribe, maybe, and do place youth as an attribute to be eternally guarded and envious of – I suppose when he speaks of he, he means his tribe, or the McMurroughs, or all of them, I’m not certain at all – and because we do not claim our children as our own if they are out of the strictest bonds of wedlock, but yet engage in much licentious freedoms with infected, unpropertied French whores, often infamous for their pestilential barrenness and knotty wombs, our mode of attraction has become warped, and that which we find attractive has become some non-fertile thing, because our women are applauded for their lack of fertility and dying in birth, for that does free up much bonds and property, and the applause does stretch to their unvirile lack of voracity regarding marital duties that they, our women, can only regard with trauma and revulsion. Therefore the women we find attractive are non-fertile, thin, childish and white, amorphous androgynes, strange weakling beasts who die of minor fevers or get caught in drizzly showers and then tremble to death in the autumns and dark solstices from the dampness within their clothes; women who cannot compose poetry or turn backwards calves in the womb or participate in any land disputes, or even cross rivers or small hills without pausing to take breath or to die, and because our women cannot give birth without dying themselves, they claim that these unlively properties do stretch to our menfolk and that, of course, it is impossible for us, with such a sickly culture as we do possess, to appreciate such a fine and beautiful passage as the woman round his neck does display, which has been carved for him by his own lively wife, so why bother explaining their healing properties when a beautiful woman in an eternal prime, which is the age of all women if their souls be strong, could only scare our kind?

‘The other, the younger,’ William says, his throat parched and his voice quavering from the length of his spiel, ‘seems to disagree somewhat and says that these enormous lower regions, stretched wide as the valley we are currently shaded by, do not ward off evil or sickness, but welcome it, embracing and holding it inside themselves, smilingly, and that women do not eat the evil of the world by their mouths, but digest it by the healthy internal fluids of their hidden regions that they can call forth at will, that attract evil diseases, and, but only incidentally, weak Norman men from Dublin and Kilkenny both, with their promising smells, but then that once inside they are eaten by the goodness of their women, held there until unleashed through the incarnation of the weak children they bear who will die without our – yours and mine – unnatural and interfering surgeries that give life to those who should die.’

‘I suppose,’ de Flunkl says, ‘it is rare to converse with such leisure and with no busyness in such an indiscriminate manner with such people, and in such a place. Though the surmise was confusedly told, I feel, momentarily, almost relieved from my ambitions and fears, but ask the eldest, I presume him the eldest, if he does truly believe those bald sluts round his neck have protected him from the sickness that does not even respect merchantry, or the king’s cousins, or God’s appointed clergymen?’

William of Roscrea sighs, his mouth dry from his long, complicated, but artful interpretation, and looks behind himself. 

Harold is leaning sleepily off his horse, unafraid of death from these Gaels after this last spring, feeling it would be a good, pleasant way to go, by a spear or a sword, rather than what he witnessed in his own household, his wife and his young daughter now in a mass grave, sewn up in sacks and hurled down without prayer or service, though he did say a-one, even if he didn’t know which two sacks in the pile below him he was directing his praying towards. 

‘I have heard,’ Harold says softly to Saint John so as to distract himself, ‘a Gael has a way about himself of soliloquying so much, with such an incessant flatness in the voice, that the listener is provoked into falling asleep on the very spot he stands, and that the Gael does do this so as to make his murdering all the easier.’ 

Saint John of Barrow does not answer. The stupid child is on his hunkers hungrily eating an entire troop of mushrooms indiscriminately off the path, not listening to the translations. Harold Tuite wants to warn the childish boy away from the ugly fungi, but a wave of tiredness and sadness overcomes him and, besides, the Gaels have begun to speak again. 

Once the Gael, in turn, is finished speaking, William of Roscrea is silent for a while.

‘Well?’ de Flunkl asks. 

William sees that his master’s hands are trembling, and have been for some time, the scant muscles in his light-haired forearms every now and again spasming in large uncontrollable flickers that remind him of the sudden leaps of a fire.

‘He says he is a Christian and that God is good,’ William says, ‘as is shown by the highly discriminate depletion of our populace, but that he is still a Christian so he does not believe in it, or in the magical properties of any tokens that do not relate to the blood of Christ, but that it functions all the same, and until its operations have been disproven, which they have not yet been, he shall continue to wear it, out of not only respect for his women, but also out of the shrewd practicality so famously belonging to his people that he ventures even we would not deny – his practicality, that is – if we have ever had the great fortune to trade with a Gael.’

De Flunkl looks at the Gael’s cape, which is now bulging and becoming more hectic and bustling, twisting and animated in movement, so much so that Harold momentarily believes he sees a demon’s features pressed up against the material, trying to escape. 

‘This is a strangely rational madman,’ de Flunkl remarks, ‘a hybrid hermaphrodite of wantonness perhaps, but one in sound control of his faculties. Tell them we shall readily spare them, and receive their gifts.’

William of Roscrea and the Gaels sally back and forth. Eyebrows creased, William of Roscrea says, ‘I am told that I have a wonderful facility for the earth’s native language and for that reason I am to stand behind a tree.’

‘Well, do it, so,’ de Flunkl says, and William of Roscrea strides over to an ash tree and leans his face against its coolness. 

The Gael with the tumultuous cape drops one of his arms into its folds, grunts and withdraws his hand with a young rat hanging off his thumb, Gael’s blood seeping down its black eyes. It thrashes its body and long tail around, as though kicking from a noose. The Gael rips it off with his other hand, sucking at the torn skin, and hurls the rat at the procession. It whistles by with a squeak, landing in the grass behind them, where it rights itself and scurries off into the woods.

‘What is this?’ de Flunkl asks. 

The other Gaels are in a circle around the caped Gael, lifting fistfuls of rats out of the folds and throwing them down at them. One large rat sails by de Flunkl’s shoulder and hits Saint John in the face. He holds his cheek and keeps chewing mushrooms. Another slaps Harold in the leg, rustling his breeches. It lands on its back, scrambles away.

‘What power do they believe these creatures possess over us?’ Harold asks, watching the rats fly through the air.

‘As projectiles, their use is, I would venture, limited,’ de Flunkl says.

‘There is much squeaking,’ Harold Tuite says. ‘Should we shoot back?’

The Gaels are now spitting on the rats, or licking their backs, before they throw them down.

‘Not yet,’ de Flunkl says.

‘Maybe they’re considered to be bad luck,’ William of Roscrea suggests from behind the tree, his head peeking out. 

The youngest Gael has a rat attached to his nose and he starts screaming, slapping it away, and the other Gaels are chuckling, along with Saint John, who drools mushroomy spit out the gap in his teeth and down his chin. He leans his head back in mirth and yells with laughter.

‘Maybe,’ Harold says, shrugging, ‘they are good luck.’

And then, three or four rats later, it is over. One of the Gaels shouts something at William. Then they run, laughing like children, back into the woods, and they are gone.

‘I am informed that they will see us again,’ William says.

‘They will not catch us unprepared next time,’ de Flunkl says.

‘Why wouldn’t they?’ Harold says. ‘We will be as alone then as we are now.’ 

Possibly seventeen rats were catapulted down at them, most pups, or fat, pregnant dams; only two or three making direct hits on the retinue. One pup is dead on the ground, accidentally squashed under Saint John of Barrow’s clumsy boot, its guts squeezed out of its sides. He bends over, scoops it into his cap, says a brief prayer over it and tosses it into the thick darkness of the woods.

‘This is why I am not worried about the McMurroughs’ incursions into our lands,’ de Flunkl says, shaking his head. ‘Their brains cannot produce the aim necessary to penetrate a mere woman, never mind a town.’ 

‘Should we, albeit, be wary of continuing?’ William says. 

‘No, let us go on into Nobber. I want to be there by midday.’

De Flunkl begins walking, and has taken a few steps before he realises the others are not following him.

‘What is this?’ he asks, looking back, wiping fresh sweat off his forehead. ‘The glimmerings of mutiny? Or the summit of cowardice?’ 

‘We are not on a worthy venture,’ Harold Tuite says. ‘The worthiness of our venture has not been expounded, and has yet to be. Those rats were divinely sent to remind us that we are not on a good path, and have very recently become sinners. This is the road to hell.’

Harold points at the clumps of grass at his feet.

‘This is not a road and Gaels cannot send divine emissaries,’ de Flunkl laughs, leaning off a cherry blossom tree that shakes its soft petals down on him. ‘You are a sinner for even giving voice to that thought.’

‘We should go back to Trim,’ Harold says. ‘We should recognise the strangeness of these signs, even if they are unchristian, and make reparations to the people of Trim. A spray of rats doesn’t mean nothing. It cannot. This is the foreshadowing of hell. Nobber is hell. I can see it clearly. I have fleeting recollections of the future, as though I remember it faintly. Harm will come to us, deserved harm.’ 

‘We cannot go back there. We will not be humoured, or our lives guaranteed, there after what happened,’ William of Roscrea remarks. ‘But soon you shall be dead or rich and, if it is the latter, then you can buy back your soul with an indulgence in any monastery by the wayside. I heard tell there was a-one in Nobber. You can buy back any soul you want.’

‘We are venturing marauders, pirates almost,’ Harold Tuite says, glancing down at Saint John, who is sitting on his hunkers, examining a blade of grass.

‘You are not,’ de Flunkl says. ‘You carry my things, the objects I either find necessitous or desirous. I am the adventurer. It pains me to think, as a noble, I must carry things in my hands, but circumstances have beleaguered me and I find myself ill served by braggarts who I protect with the strength of my vision and the sturdiness of my direction. You will not disobey me. But you will follow me, for, as luck would have it, in its strange ways, I have no time for you to do otherwise.’

Harold points at the sack. ‘In this sack,’ he says, ‘I have the papers for the most of Trim, the half of Summerhill and a part of Moynalvey. I have Fanagh, Doolinstown, Agher, Kiltale, Ardenew and where else I don’t know. On my back I have carried most of the land we have travelled through, and it is like all its earth is weighing down upon me, and it gotten at such desperate prices and in the midst of such suffering that it has breached the walls of my soul. I feel I have become some mere talking ghost that moves about the place, buttressing half a world on me. Have you not enough?’

De Flunkl shakes his head. ‘I do not understand,’ he says.

And William of Roscrea sees de Flunkl does not. This young man who he serves, skinny in the shanks, with down on his upper lip that resembles the paltry remnants of a flayed rabbit’s fur, grows more ridiculous by the hour; more childish and stupid and greedy; his feats of language becoming more laughable, more heightened, as the bizarreness of life stacks itself up in extenuation against them on this vaguest of quests. It is as though this Osprey fool believes that by the steadfastness and formality of his flighty language and by the endlessness of his ambition he could somehow shift matter and counterbalance the panoramic breakdown that engulfs them. William of Roscrea can also feel Harold Tuite’s hatred of the young man, and though Harold is the gentlest of men, he feels this hatred will soon explode into violence with the hot pressure of the endless sin they are all building together.

This William, who is thinking this way, is tall, slender and pale, with sunken cheeks of a sallow colour. He has looked ill his whole life, but now the rest of the population have normalised his odd hue. He has a long, crooked nose that was broken in a tavern’s brawl not of his own making. Everything in his life that is broken was not broken by him, but he always let it happen without protest if it seemed judicious at the time. He was once lively, now he is just alive, and this, he feels, is a great achievement, one worth maintaining.

‘We are almost there,’ William suggests, wondering if this alone could diffuse the tension gathering about their persons. He wants to cool wounds that are being made, but does not want to exert great effort, or take sides, in doing so. 

‘Much strangeness is on the world,’ Harold Tuite says. ‘Much strangeness has always been on the world, but now the world is growing tired. That is the difference between now and the famines and wars and floods of the last twenty harvests. Now we are being expelled from the earth. And I want to know why. Why are the Gaels so strong? What milk are they reared on? What magic comes through the animally large, dark teat of their wives? What have I done? Not to be alive, but to not be dead. What distinction is there to draw between me and the dead? Regarding merit, health, humours, character, loyalty, am I not worse than so many perished?’

‘You are not responsible for the humongous death that stalks and empties the towns, if that is what you are asking,’ William says. ‘That is obvious. It is nature, and nature is being most natural at present.’

De Flunkl yawns and stretches demonstratively, brushing cherry blossom petals off his cap and his shoulders.

‘And,’ de Flunkl adds, ‘you may still get your chance to die.’

‘We are all sinners, I suppose,’ Harold muses, ‘even my daughters and wife were, though it is hard to fathom that they weren’t in life some light-handed preparation of angels, a shaped, fleshy mould through which beautiful spirits would solidify and burst free, on earthly death. Butterflyish creatures, they both were.’ 

He coughs with tears, and covers his mouth, turning away, so the men will not see him cry.

‘You will not,’ William of Roscrea says, wondering if out of the corner of his eye he sees de Flunkl stifling a giggle, ‘fathom your way out of this.’

‘There has been much disconnection in these last few days,’ de Flunkl says, his hands still raised in the air, taking great strain to exert his scant properties of leadership, ‘and in the recent events of this morning, and even in the last few days, but once we attain our goal, like a loom nearing the final weave, everything will come into vision at once, layer upon layer fitting into a sensible tapestry. Everything will make sense that preceded this, and God will thank us for soothing and fostering an emergent order on our own little, modest terrain, amidst so much disarray. We are replicating the very patterns God himself would nurture were he in an intervening mood.’

‘I deny that self-serving interpretation,’ Harold says into his sleeve, still pretending he is not crying. ‘It is nonsense. Is this infection not a more overt interventionist humour of the Lord’s? Or perhaps his temporary absence is the infection, though I do not wish to stumble into any sentiments that are not of a popish nature.’

‘My, you bore me. Even nothing is less boring than you are,’ de Flunkl says, ending the conversation. ‘We move now.’ 

He starts walking and, seemingly without alternatives, the others follow him, slowly. Harold comes last, picking up the sack that burdens him.


Raghnailt’s flicker of dreams have, since the recrudescence of the sickness, become so perpetual that she awakes each morning in such exhaustion and emotional disarray that she fears the fatigue and heaviness of these dreams will surely kill her. Ceaselessly her father haunts her, speaking to her with the sounds of lapping water. She is never certain if he is addressing her, or if he is speaking eternally, somewhere else, to himself, and she is only happening upon him whenever weariness seals her eyes and nestling sleep makes its little death within her brain.

She is dreaming of her father again, but, in lieu of his head, atop his neck is the enormous black eye. He sits with Colca, her son, on his knee, whose head is also an eye, but Colca’s body is that of a grown man’s, and he is naked and sprawling, careless in his movements. They are sitting on a chair by an open door, so she knows the world of her dream is set somewhere in the past, for they no longer have any chairs in this house. 

Her father, Balffe, eighteen years ago, after the Boyne flooded and the harvest was ruined, was called down to Dublin to deliver specialised horseshoes to an eccentric chevalier who had found himself in possession of a stallion with two cloven hooves. Gone for two Sundays, on the third he stood in the doorway, blocking its light with his form, holding with both hands a small, foul-smelling item all wrapped up. He laid it on the table and called his family together to see it. They gathered around and he unwrapped the bundle, exposing an enormous black eye. 

It was like shone glass imbedded in a perfect circle of grey flesh, seemingly melded together by some master smith, and it was the size of two fists. Disembodied, the eye seemed to stare out at them all in calm contemplation, its lower half still bundled amongst its cloths like a swaddled baby.

‘The famine has been averted,’ her father declared. ‘Sea monsters, about five hundred of them, though I only hazard, for no lonely creation can count that many at a single go, caught themselves along the banks of that river they call the Liffey, and the Dubliners, a skinny people, had them within the day parcelled into thousands of small portions. Each monster was like the length of Nobber, and mountainous as well, but they were swarmed over by Dubliners like ants, because that is how city folk move about their own streets, in great numbers, with great hurry, but also in great uniformity. 

‘There was so much blood that a red mist arose over the whole town, through which none could see the other. That same night there was a fine drizzle, and I left my lodgings to drink ale as I was lonely without my family about me. I was with a lamp to see about me, but there fell on me many great salty liquids. My lamp grew so dim I went back into my lodgings. I was blind and very greatly saturated about the skin, even under my eyelids, and once inside, I saw that my lamp had been covered in great streaks of blood, as had I, and I realised that the night time sky had rained blood.

‘I knew none of you would believe me, and would think me a loose-tongued scallywag of the Kells variety, therefore the moment I saw so many creatures of such enormousness I weaved towards the beasts, through this unruly crowd of Dubliners, a breed who are so savage at the sight of food, despite being so listless in the face of work, and I took an eye. I would have taken the tongue, but it was too long, big as a bed and twice as soft. It was still breathing out its top when I did it, for they do breathe out the back of their necks like Catalans, and I saw it seeing me, but I took it for my children and grandchildren to have them believe me.’

Her family was silent, afraid to avert their gaze from the eye, but little Colca, perched on her knee, had said, ‘So it is monster’s eye, and then monster is a real thing?’ 

‘Yes,’ Balffe said, ‘but they do call them whales by the coast and when there are many of them they are called a gam of whales. Call in the neighbours and distribute the meats I brought back with me.’

The little town packed in for two days to see the eye, and many took whale flesh from her father’s cart. Amidst a slew of unruly visitors who crowded in uninvited at all hours, her family watched the eye on the table, until the priest, the then-young and headstrong Father Unction, ordered them to consume its remnants or to bury it, because he had heard the Prestons had begun praying to it. So Raghnailt boiled the eye and sliced it into delicate, thin slivers, but her father would only let the men eat it.

While her two brothers, Colca and her father enjoyed it she watched them eating, jealous, and said, ‘I have never eaten the issue of the sea, only the issue of the lake. It does make sense that the eyes in the sea would be proportionate to its size, as I hear it is a very large thing, but Moynagh lake is very small, so it does only have small eyes in it. You know as well as I, Father, that I have always remarked that pinkeens’ eyes are too small to look out of, especially as water is very dirty and cloudier even than cider. If Dublin fish are bigger than Meath fish, are Dubliners also larger than Meath men, and are their eyes proportionate to their largeness?’

Her father folded a slice of eye in half, let it melt in his mouth, and then spoke. ‘Their sense of their selves is very big I will say, but still they are a very small, undernourished people,’ he reflected. ‘I did see a very big Dubliner, but he told me he was from Antwerp, a vicinity of Dublin I do not know, and he spoke strangely, like a touched child. They are a very rank people, as well, though one would think they would be better preserved than us on account of the salt air. On the whole, they are littler and scruffier than we are, but more violent, though they have fewer Gaels on their lands so they have fewer justifications for it. 

‘But I know by your hinting manner, daughter, that you are curious to taste this strange morsel, but it would not be proper to bequeath such an eye as this on a young mother like you. Your melancholic disposition is too great to allow it. The eye might spill out in the milk of your breasts in strange concoctions once it has sifted its way through your imbalanced humours. You would poison your son with such a sup. You have always been sad, Raghnailt; you were a sad girl and you are a sadder mother, and this whale, whose eye I plucked out, was the saddest creature I ever did come across. 

‘Around me, that day, hundreds of sea monsters were in terror, but I alone stood before a very accepting creature. I felt it did know me when I saw it, and it flapped its enormous tail in a very despondent fashion. I wish I could show you how it felt but I have no tail with which to express the particularity of its emotion, but believe me, I never saw such a desolate beast, and it would be wrong to pass this melancholia on to you for it might purify those tendencies that have already been too strong within you from birth.’ 

Balffe’s prohibition saved her, for he and his two sons were dead of dysentery within two days, and though they all had terribly flatulent deaths, the knowledge of their own approaching demise was so apparent and drawn-out that it allowed for many poignant moments of reconciliation to be passed amongst visiting relatives. Some cousins even came from Kells to make their farewells, and Father Unction had ample time to deliver unusually luxuriant death rites.

This poignancy was tempered, though, by eight other deaths in Nobber, and her father was blamed. The meat he had generously dispersed had been two weeks old. The family’s good name was gone. 

The only one who had eaten of the monster and remained without complaint was Colca, but even he had been changed by his supper with the eye. Though only a child of five years, he developed strange peculiarities. His face displayed a perpetually vacant look, except for when he regarded animals, and then he betrayed so much confused emotion that the animals, no matter how domesticated, would flee. The boy forgot all the language he had previously known, and he no longer responded to his mother’s calls, or played with other children. 

Raghnailt recognised intimately the change in her son. He had become selfish, fawning, a nervous dog in his movements. Society did not concern him. For a family as proud and respected as hers had once been, having Colca as its only and final representative was a burden that daily broke her heart. In her mind, he had ingested the properties of an unworldly creation and, in return for his life, had bartered away the better parts of his human traits. To her at least, he had never recovered.

‘Now,’ her father says to her, nodding his eye. ‘Now.’ 

The man storms in through the door, pulling at it so hard he upsets its worn hinges, and awakens her from her troubled sleep. 

He stands where her own father once stood eighteen years ago when he returned from his journey, and for a moment she thinks it is him, but this man before her is formed very differently to her father, in both body and spirit. Rudely awoken, she grips onto Alannah in fear, who lies next to her, but Alannah pushes her away, turning on her side, still asleep.

‘Now,’ the man says.

It is patent to Raghnailt that he is already drunk. He sways slightly, surveilling the room with lunatic eyes until his gaze alights on Mary, where she lies curled up on her bed of straw. He moves towards her, knocking over one of the jugs of ground meal that are in his way, and lays himself on top of her, his wattles of fat almost suffocating the girl’s breathing. 

The house, of late, has become very crowded, though not as Raghnailt had once hoped it would be, with the clamour of happy, drooling grandchildren, but rather with this one-man invasion of evil that rode into town on the back of the sickness and took it over, bringing his spouse in tow quick after him. 

Colca had immediately taken up with this new arrival, this brute of a man who changes his name every other day, and one of his duties is to guard the young woman who the man claims is his wife, this lunatic child called Mary, whose insanity and violence are so great that she is kept in chains. Raghnailt does not believe the man is wed; though Mary is used as his wife whenever the fancy is taken. 

Mary screams, but once the shock of the man’s weight has worn off, she becomes pliant and produces noises that seem to come from some far-off place rather than from herself. They are making love, Raghnailt realises with horror.

‘Stop this,’ Raghnailt says. ‘It is too much.’ 

The man lets out a howl, and thrashes around in the manner of a hooked fish, and Mary, annoyed at him for yelling so close to her ear, slaps his face. Raghnailt looks away, staring up at the ceiling, enshrouded in its dipping, inverted mountain range of cobwebs.

This habitation was always a frightful, decaying thing, but since Colca reached manhood he has accelerated its decline. The floor is a carpet of soft mud covered in footprints, and on this uneven floor there are, discounting the one now overturned, two jugs full of a substance whose origins and properties Colca has never disclosed to her. 

She has asked him many times what they contain, but he only says they are ground meal that fetches a good price in the mountains, and she has often examined the fine, yellow substance, never understanding it. 

The walls that enclose her life, even in the depths of this hot summer, drip with dark condensed water. Two bolts run through the wall, off which Mary’s chains hang. The furniture is old, broken and sparse, some tools piled in the corner, and two beds, stuffed to thickness with human hair and wool, on which three sheepskins apiece are employed for bedding. To complement the softness of the earth, a halo of meagre hay has been scattered on the floor for Mary to sleep on. 

‘We used to be a proud house before you two came into it,’ Raghnailt says to the lovemaking couple.

This is a lie, but Raghnailt feels someone must say some words to this effect. 

The man is gasping, his eyes upturned in his head showing only their whites. Mary recovers her senses sooner than her lover, and wraps a span of her chain round his neck and jerks at it, strangling him. 

‘No, my love,’ he says, coughing. ‘It is I, Big Cat.’ 

The man, choking, tries to pry her fingers loose, and when this doesn’t work he begins scratching her face until her grip loosens. He unwraps the chain from his neck and gulps in air, and crawls away out of her reach. Thwarted, Mary screams and thrashes around in her hay.

‘I hope she kills you,’ Raghnailt says.

The man looks at her out of the side of his eyes, rubbing his throat; an uneven swelling already rising around his neck.

‘She is my wife,’ he says, ‘and she has her duty.’ 

‘You speak of her you as though she were something other than a child,’ Raghnailt says. 

‘She is just mad, and madness has no age,’ the man replies. ‘Besides, she is a woman. Look at her body.’

He pulls down his own robes, covering his dripping modesty.

‘I do love her,’ he says. ‘She is my woman.’

‘You fill this little place so full of bodies,’ Raghnailt says, ‘and you may put words on it, but she is just another body to you.’

‘You think I am responsible for all these bodies?’ the man says. ‘You think too much of me. We are a mere stopping place for those corpses which de Fonteroy brings through and, once or twice, I won’t deny I have been happy to give him certain troublesome ones.’

The man walks to the open door, looks out at the morning. 

‘This town is my purse. It is mine and I have had it like I would have any whore spread on her back for me. You are too ungrateful. You were starving until I arrived and gave your son function in the world. Who would do business with him, but me? Who will do any business any more in such times as these, but me?’

‘Where is he?’ Raghnailt says. ‘Give him back to me, you corrupter.’

The man turns to her, and she is disgusted to see he almost feels pity for her. He shakes his head. ‘I did not turn your son into what he is,’ he says. ‘You did that.’ 

He leaves and Raghnailt stares at the open door, imagines her father walking through it, taking her on his knee and telling her that everything will be fine. Alannah, Raghnailt’s daughter-in-law, is stirring in bed, silently mouthing unrecognisable words in her sleep. After a while Raghnailt hobbles up and pours Mary a tall jug of cider. The young woman cups portions of it in her joined hands and slurps it up, rattling her chains with the quickness of her movements.

‘Well, who do you think you are today, child?’ Raghnailt asks her. 

Sometimes, when Raghnailt wakes, people seem very ugly to her, full of evil and bad intentions. Sometimes there seems to be nothing left, and she doesn’t even have the strength to be disappointed. Today is a day like that.

‘More cider,’ Mary says.
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