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The Gatekeepers

By Richard  Sutton

     Sequel to The Red Gate
This book is dedicated to Brendan and Liam

Chapter One

From her rocker, Claire O’Deirg sat watching her twins( heads pop up and down from behind the row of flax. The bright flowers sprinkled color against the dull grays and duns of the fieldstone wall behind them while Sean and Meggie’s yellow hair reflected stray sunlight in dappled flashes through the stalks. The twins’ silly new game, a daily occurrence the past few days, consisted of each of them guessing in turn where the other was by pointing before they popped up through the stalks.  

(There I am,” announced little Sean, pointing at his sister as she popped her head through. Their laughter rang over the wall and down the pasture below the house.  

Claire turned back to the journal she was trying to study in the shade of their porch. It was the first time in weeks she’d had any time at all for herself. Meggie chattered away to her brother in her high pitched, bird-like voice and Sean giggled as he shouted out, “Meggie! I see me, too!” Claire smiled while she read and reminded herself to take a bit more time explaining to the twins which of them was “I” and which was “you” it seemed to work interchangeably in the toddlers’ language.


Their long, roofed porch had been Claire’s idea. “Outlandish.” Finn, her husband had remarked at first. He said that no house on their farm had ever suffered such an extravagance. But despite his misgivings, it had turned out to be a good idea after all. From the shaded porch on their whitewashed house, perched high above the rugged Mayo coast, it afforded her a view of the lower pastures, where her men often worked all day, rain or shine. It also provided a long view of the road in directions, north and south. The small cost and minor effort was repaid many times over on the day Finn, only in passing mind you, mentioned he thought it looked just right after all. 


Far down the grassy slope across the road, she could just make out a few white specks dotting the lower pasture near the edge of the sea cliffs. Finn and Paddy were somewhere down there tending the flock and undoubtedly enjoying this rare spell of sunshine. Beyond the sudden edge that formed the boundary of their farmland, the blue-green water of the Sound led out to the Aran Islands far beyond. Further still, an impossible journey away, lay America. 

After a prolonged absence of visible movement below the porch garden, Claire called out to the twins, (Meggie and Sean! What are you two up to?”        Two heads suddenly appeared together parting the flax stalks “Pl”yin( Mam, that(s what we up do.” They again disappeared quickly.  

Reassured, Claire smiled to herself. She knew she might be overprotective but it came to her directly from her father, so it couldn’t be helped. John Sullivan always prided himself on his attention to detail ( mounds and mounds of detail. His livelihood, operating the largest pub and only Inn south in Ballyfiggin, suited him well. Claire had been thinking of him a lot lately. There had been dark news from Dublin recently and with her father’s Republican activities after his military service in South Africa it all left her wary. She knew she’d best keep her ears open in case he was tempted to start it all up once again.

The sun moved a little higher in the sky, so she scooted her chair closer to the porch edge to catch its noon warmth. She felt good. She and Finn had just celebrated a very special, private tenth anniversary. Not their wedding anniversary – that had been in February. This had quietly marked a different kind of change.

It had been ten years since Finn’s fall into the sinkhole in their lower pasture. The beginning of the adventure, when he’d found the bronze bead with its ancient stick-writing and all. It was the key to uncovering the ancient secrets about the family … far underground. Secrets upon secrets hidden for …she still didn’t truly know how long it had all been hidden away beneath countless generations of sheep. Who could expect to find a small, close family of shepherds hiding, in plain sight, the wisdom of the ancients? It still brought a smile to her lips. 
Nevertheless, shepherds they were. Now, with summer waning, much lay ahead for them, even the small ones hiding in the flax. Soon, the last of their wool would go to market in Ballyfiggin. 
Today, as she struggled to review her cramped notes in her journal, the main distraction was the fast approaching return of Finn’s sister’s family to the farm. They were coming home from Cork, for good. It would mean having her best friend Maeve, now Quinn, and her whole family just over the pasture path. Imagining how the farm would come to life once there were many children running about, also kept breaking her focus. 

Her three children did the same. They were underfoot constantly if they were inside and a worry if they were outside. She had her chores and her garden and if that wasn(t enough to fill a day, she tried to keep up her ongoing translation project from the inscriptions in what she called The Great Hall, below. 
It all competed for her time awake and asleep as well. If her inspiration came in dreams, Finn would hear her side of many conversations, all night long, in unrecognizable speech, ‘til the big rooster would wake them all just before the sun broke over the high ridge.

Today, the sun’s warmth began to make her drowsy, and she found it impossible to concentrate so she sat up and rose to her feet. It wouldn’t do to fall asleep with the twins free to roam all over the garden and down the lane. 
Claire laid her journal down then stepped off the porch. She quietly crept near the row of flax, where two little pairs of blue eyes watched her approach. They dropped down, close to the ground to hide, hoping to surprise her when she wasn(t expecting them to pop up.  

“Shhh!” Meghan whispered to her brother, “don(t make noise.” 

Sean nodded, laying his finger over his mouth and crouched lower, behind a thick, brushy section of the flax row. Suddenly his mother bent over the row and scooped him up, holding him beneath his arms. 

“Whoosh!” Claire cried out, “Out of the dirt and into the air” she raised him up high over her head as he wriggled and laughed.  

His sister, not to be forgotten, called out, “me, too! Me, too!”  

Putting Sean down, Claire crossed over to where Meggie had been hiding. Wearing a carefully measured pout across her face, the little girl turned her back towards her mother(s approach, but spun around as her mother(s hands found her. 

“Gotcha!” Claire shouted and raised Meggie, struggling in glee, up as high as she could.

“Let(s go for a walk.” She suggested to the two as she set her daughter down. They nodded in unison and Sean asked excitedly, “where can we go, what will we see?”  


“We(ll all go see how your Da and brother are getting along down in the pasture ( maybe we(ll even catch a sheep!” 

She told them to wait while she got her satchel bag, inside. It held water and a small snack for later among a few other items and returning to the porch; she took one of each of their hands and started down the lane.

 Meghan began singing, “Awaaay… over the sea we go, Awaaay!” Sean joined in and soon the three were sending up the strains of a timeless old sailor(s song, as they danced down the lane, over the wall and down the pasture to meet their “men”.

Chapter Two

“Da?” Called Paddy to his father, “do ye want me to run down the big ram again?”
 Finn glanced down across the pasture towards the cliff, where the thorn bushes marked its edge, high above the sea. Sure enough, the ram had wandered near the same low, boggy spot and was sure to get into trouble if someone didn(t intervene.  

“Go ahead, son,” Finn shouted back.

 Finn was glad that Paddy had such keen eyes for the flock. While Paddy dashed across the dwindling distance to his target, Finn’s heart filled with pride as his eyes followed the boy’s fleet course. Paddy’s abilities with the flock gave Finn the luxury to take time like this for himself and his thoughts. Finn wondered if he’d been as much help to his own father as Paddy was to him.
Finn sat upon a large stone near his small peat fire under a high rock outcropping. Acrid smoke drifted upwards along the face of the outcropping to the top, where the wind blew it off sideways. He’d been enjoying an afternoon tea break. It was almost in the exact spot where years before, he had been careless about where he sat and that sinkhole had almost swallowed him whole. It still made him shudder. He’d make sure there’d be no more O’Deirgs or their sheep lost in farm sinkholes or bogs, or anything else, for that matter.  

Paddy(s call had startled him away from the memory. Each time he relaxed here beneath the rock outcropping, he fell into thoughts about his father. Finn still missed him, but he carried an image in his heart, of his father and mother together again in whatever paradise awaited them all. He’d often felt his father(s spirit nearby to guide him, when he lost his way. 

Despite all the upheaval of the discoveries and the tax troubles that had followed, his family’s life had surely become more secure despite his abiding concerns about the outside world intruding into the quiet of their lives, or worse… discovering their hidden secrets. 

Today he’d found anxiety lurking in the stillness. Not quite fear.  News still managed to find their doorstep. News of battles and death while the Great War raged, then after the Armistice, local rumors of insurrections, assassinations and political intrigues found their ears. The recent news from Dublin had not been good. It worried him.

Mostly, the news came weeks later, as it had after Easter 1916, but sometimes, it came quickly. Finn relished his fresh memory of the grand day, some months back when Mallory, the Postman had dashed up on the porch to announce that the Treaty forming the Republic was finally signed with England. He had actually embraced the man. 
Now that the Brits were almost gone, Finn felt that no matter how full of violence and upheaval the rest of the world may still be, Ireland might be finally able to make her own way. That eased his mind considerably and he looked forward to sitting with his father-in-law again at one of the Inn’s many tables and discussing how the world outside was getting on. 

Their regular, Two-week market trip was coming up soon and he looked forward as much to the forty mile trip as to the business that lay at its end. He was also more than just a bit anxious for the arrival home of his sister and her husband, Paddy’s namesake, along with their children. The Quinn’s new home still awaited a few finishing touches and a coat of whitewash. He’d need to work that into the schedule around the sheep, somehow.

Far below, Paddy drew up close to the shaggy lead ram, as the stubborn animal wandered nearer the edge of the boggy ground. As he watched, Finn wondered, as he had since childhood, what was so exciting to sheep about boggy mud, sinkholes or steep precipices? They seemed to always be drawn to danger, or to getting stuck, one after the other. He chuckled suddenly with the thought, just like people!  
Finn walked over to the edge of the downhill slope in time to see Paddy victoriously waving off the ram and turn him back uphill with whistles and shouts. Their sheep dog, occupied at the other end of the pasture, was keeping two wayward ewes from stumbling through the bushes and into the sea. It responded quickly to Paddy’s whistles. 
The black and white dog streaked across the pasture, ears flapping behind like small wings, to lend its help in getting the ram away from the bog. It was a dark blur of speed, running in to push the ram further uphill and away from danger. Paddy and the dog were good at their work and Finn smiled broadly, watching the carefully staged rescue. This would be the last year he would have to accompany his son and keep the flock whole. Next year, they(d split the flock up as he had done with his father, years before.  

His thoughts turned to the next few week(s intense work. At least they wouldn’t have McCormick the vet, coming up the lane almost daily. Lambing season each spring was always expensive and stressful ( not just for the ewes. This time of year though, they had the wool to bring in and there was no job in all the jobs on the farm, half as exhausting as that.  While he was eagerly awaiting his sister’s return, he wondered how they’d fit it all in. Then there was…
Finn turned his eyes to the padlocked door of the small, wooden shed next to him. It concealed the excavated gateway hidden in the outcropping. He found comfort in knowing that at least he and his own were not going to spend their strength on any pyre of vanity raging elsewhere or indeed, even in Dublin, if what he’d heard was true. Anger, disappointment, reprisal and loss.
He shook his head as his eyes followed the crevices back up to the top of the rock face behind him. Finn’s father(s oft-repeated advice came to mind: Live a simple life and stay out of the way of people in more of a hurry than yourself. 
“Well at least I’ve tried”, Finn mused aloud.
 He heard soft singing beginning to echo off the rocks, or was it the familiar rustle of ancient voices from beneath his feet? Claire(s unmistakable voice soon rose above the voices of the twins. They were coming to pay a visit. He heard his wife call, “Are there any shepherds about?”  

He laughed and replied, “one up and one down! Paddy(s running down the lead ram, so we have the place to ourselves!”  

The three vocalists rounded the edge of the outcropping and stepped out near the cart. A sturdy, grey donkey, grazing hobbled nearby, raised its fuzzy ears and approached slowly at the sound of their voices.  

Sean announced “We(re here!” in a big, important voice. He ran up to give his father a hug around the legs. Meggie followed, gathering her father(s legs and her brother in her own little arms.  

“What a happy knot of children you have there, Mr. O(Deirg!” said Claire. The sunlight struck her eyes and they flashed blue-green as a halo of light caught by her hair, framed her beaming face.  

Finn tried to walk, but was so encumbered by tightly clinging small fry, he had to wait for his wife to cross over and greet him with a small kiss. “We thought we(d take a walk down to see how your day was ending and get a cart ride home!”.  

He smiled and explained that it would only be a short wait until Paddy and the dog had brought the sheep up high enough to safely leave them for the coming evening. He reached around her waist and drew her in to him, the twins still hanging onto his knees. They stood together for a few moments, listening as the seabirds below began calling out the end of their own day.  

The sweet smell of high tide came to them on the breeze, filling the air. A sudden shift of color, as the sun slid behind a small cloud, accompanied Paddy’s breathless and sweaty return. Paddy smiled broadly at his whole family gathered around watching the sun dip lower on it(s way into the sea for the night.  

“They(re all up high and dry, Da!” He added “I think they(ll be fine for the night”. 
Finn had told his son often enough, that sheep cluster tightly at night and rarely wander after dark, but the 10 year old always took the gathering-up at the end of the day with great seriousness. 

Finn asked Paddy to bring up the donkey from where it had wandered off. As he watched his son go, a broad, gold band of light flashed across the lower pasture. It faded quickly as the sun sank behind another cloud. 
Together, they harnessed the donkey and hitched it to the cart’s harness poles as everything around them and the sea itself began to glow golden again in the late afternoon light. In a few minutes, to the tune of the old sailor(s song ( a favorite among the long generations of O’Deirgs ( the cart brought the whole family home from the pasture. 

While Finn and Paddy took the donkey and cart to the barn, Claire gathered the twins. She saw her journal lying upon the porch floor where she had left it. The work could wait until after the children were fed and down for the night.  But it was just two weeks more, she reminded herself, before their Cork family came home to stay. Her work would need to be put aside for a while.
Chapter Three
Later that evening, as Finn lit the bedroom lamps, Claire removed a folder holding yellowing papers from the bottom drawer in the chest nearest their bed. She kept these hidden under her heaviest sweaters, to protect them from the dangers of her children(s unchecked curiosity. Most evenings after their brood was safely tucked in for the night, Claire used the information in this heavy folder, along with her own journal notes and rubbings taken in the Red Chamber below the lower pasture. She was preparing a written translation of the inscriptions, for her children and grandchildren (when they arrived) to help them understand their forefather(s legacy.
“How(s your book going” she asked her husband, already settled into the corner chair. “Fine”, he replied, nose buried between the pages. As he turned the next one, he added, “those Brit knights surely spoke strangely ( it(s a miracle anyone had the patience to listen!”  He was reading a new version of Thomas Malory’s “Le Mort D(Arthur” borrowed from his Father-in Law and his imagination was swimming with images of polished steel armor and huge black horses, swords and helmets. He turned back to an heroic battle unfolding in France, as Claire drew out a large folded page of onion skin paper. 
She held it up to the light; pleased that it still bore the faint impressions of the shape of the runic letters she had rubbed into it with a stick of charcoal. A small notebook ( exactly like the ones she had so hated in school ( lay open on the small table near her and she began to concentrate on her stack of research, scribbling in the notebook at regular intervals. 

The carved inscriptions in the stone halls beneath their lower pastures covered many walls. Claire had undertaken copying or making rubbings of all she could reach, with Finn helping when they ran above her reach. In this way, she had completely finished copying the Red Chamber which was the name she gave the entryway into the great, dark hall with its huge stone columns and towering statue.
Working in her spare time, Claire had managed to grasp the interconnection of the languages in the long dead Professor’s folder that had been miraculously left on their porch after the discovery. She found they also connected with the much older language on the walls. Over time due to her innate curiosity, she discovered a natural talent for language she had not known before. It was a complex process that often involved her very active dream life. 

Over a period of four years, she had translated most of the entry chamber(s inscriptions into English. Now, she wanted to translate them into proper Connacht Irish and this was her task this evening. Someday, she swore, her children would learn the secrets in their own tongue.
Finn rustled in his seat and closed the book on the table beside him. He rose and crossed over to the chair where his wife was squinting hard at a corner of a large onionskin ( surely verifying something she had written earlier ( and bent down to kiss her upon her head. She glanced up, smiling and apologized for having been so pre-occupied. 

Finn understood how important to their family this work of Claire(s would be some day and he never begrudged her the time, but he did get a little lonely when she was off on a journey in her mind ( which had happened fairly frequently when they were first married. 
In the beginning, her sleep was restless and he frequently heard her mutter entire sentences in her sleep, in a tongue he could not recognize. Sometimes, he would be startled by finding her sitting, staring out as if into a deep well, but when he called her name, she would not hear. Even touching her arm, or taking her hand would not rouse her from these (spells”.
She never seemed to suffer in any way from these occasions and over their years together; these had lessened; so that now he would reassure himself that she was still (in the room” by kissing her on the head as she worked. If she looked up, she was present, otherwise, he left her to her task, knowing she would return in her own time.
For Claire, it was as if she were a blank slate as the lessons of the Red Chamber were inscribed in her mind, one by one. She would awake from these lapses, refreshed and bright. 

Finn told her that he was going to turn in and she raised her face to kiss him.(Good night husband”she replied, yawning (I(ll be in bed shortly ( the sunshine today really made me sleepy”.
Claire started scribbling again and Finn fell asleep as soon as he drew up the covers. She worked on, for another hour, until the lamp sputtered. By this time, she was ready for sleep. The evening(s work, she realized with satisfaction, had gone well and she was close to the halfway mark. 

The entry inscriptions she discovered, were mostly a history of those who had built the Great Hall and the Red Gate. She held her growing excitement in check, knowing that she would have to complete each stage of her work in the proper order before tackling the discoveries that lay archived, deeper underground. She believed that beneath the feet of the statue they had taken to calling the (Teacher”; lay all the knowledge of those that had gone before them. It loomed in the darkness, presiding silently over the Great Red Hall. Guarding thousands of years of knowledge.

She undressed quickly, then blew out the now smoking lamp and climbed beneath the covers, snuggling up to her husband(s sleeping body. As she fell asleep, the voice of the (Teacher” spoke in her mind, stirring the images of the past race and their folly and suggesting deeper lessons that she was only now beginning to understand.
And Ireland, a nation, leaps up as of old,

With a name and a trade and a flag of her own,

And an army to fight for the people and throne.

But woe worth the day if to falsehood or fears

She surrenders the guns of her brave Volunteers!
From the Ballad (Dungannon 1782", traditional

Chapter Four
Claire(s worries for her father(s safety had temporarily dissolved as she slept; the moon rose, through the tops of the clouds and set its silver light running along the tops of the stone walls of the O(Deirg farmlands. The owl in the barn hooted softly and peaceful sleep enfolded each O(Deirg
The moonlight raced out along the walls, the narrow road, the puddles and ruts still holding water, all the way back to Ballyfiggin. More than forty miles away, in its narrow streets, windows still glowed as golden light splashed out upon the cobblestones. 

Only the sound of one lonely horse and rider making their way home late, was to be heard. It echoed off the walls and met the ears of John Sullivan as he hurried along an alleyway. John moved very quietly. Quickly too, for a portly fellow who(d seen sixty five. He was well practiced in stealthy travel, especially by night. He still felt a little guilty for having fibbed to his wife about having to visit his butcher again. At least part of it was true ( he was seeing the butcher, but not about Inn business. 

He found the small door easily and turning the knob, entered into the darkness. As his eyes adjusted, he saw the glow, through an open doorway, of the dimly lit room beyond and heard the hushed voices of several men in discussion. 

Before entering the room, he called out quietly, (Sullivan”. All sound from inside the room ceased immediately, then he heard his butcher, Eamon, call out (you(re late agin! Hurry in!” He strode into the light and into the company of a group of serious looking fellows, a few younger, but mostly his age or thereabouts. 

The group numbered twelve. Around the walls were heavy oak barrels filled with brine and curing hams. A few hams were hanging from ceiling hooks at the back of the storeroom. Two or three fellows lounged atop these barrels for a better view of the table in the center of the room. It was the fourth meeting of the newly formed North Galway Volunteers Operations Committee. 

His compatriots greeted him with grunts, a few smiles and nods of the head. Everyone in the small storeroom was known throughout the community at large and of course, to each other. Many had campaigned together both at home and abroad on past occasions and the relaxed sense of purpose of brothers in arms filled the room. Two were smoking from their pipes, so a curtain of smoke hung over the large central work table where a detailed map had been spread, its corners weighted with bottles and stones. 

Eamon O(Flaherty was gesturing towards the nearest corner of the map and John moved close to see the detail, putting on his spectacles. Eamon nudged him, frowning and said (I(ll bring you up to speed when we’re finished here. Hold your questions for now.” 

John nodded and blushed a little in latecomer(s embarrassment. Eamon continued (...so you can see that the constabulary arsenal storeroom remains unguarded for the twenty minutes or so between their post change after they take their meal. We have no other choice. The few that remain on alert don’t pose a significant threat. Besides, we have two inside.”  

The conspirators nodded, warily and looked back to Eamon, who continued for over twenty minutes, laying out the specifics of the approach and the cover, the positions for laying down a cross fire if needed and the relay method for retrieving the arms the second squad planned to take during the fighting. Eamon repeated the plan for retreat and dispersal and then asked if any had further questions or arguments.

 William Mallory(s hand shot up and Eamon nodded. Mallory had a question regarding the side arms worn by the regular army officers and whether their holsters were worn in their mess hall, or whether they would have to retrieve their weapons at the first sign of trouble. 

Eamon replied discussing the most recent intelligence gathered from their inside men, who, he assured the room (have amazing memory for detail”. Mallory nodded gravely, satisfied that their risk was brought to its lowest possible level. 

The butcher then nudged a nearby tall barrel ( used for corning beef with rock salt. Climbing up on a stool, he stuck his knife into the lid and lifted it out. He reached into the barrel as the men watched and withdrew a heavy, cloth wrapped object he handed to Mallory, who laid it down upon the table. 

Carefully unrolling the oiled cloth, Mallory revealed a greased bolt action, late vintage military rifle with its bayonet attached. It carried a short magazine, which Mallory explained held 7 rounds plus the one in the chamber. 

O(Flaherty climbed down off the stool and gesturing to the barrel, added (There(s eight more of those waiting in there! Mallory has over two hundred rounds hidden in cartridge cases with extra clip magazines. We’re ready and armed” then looking at John, said (along with the various side arms among the group.” 

Several of the others nodded. He bade Mallory roll up the rifle and lift it up, where he again stowed it in the salting barrel, tamping the lid shut over it with his heavy fist.

Eamon then repeated the call for questions, nudging John again, who kept silent, then asked for a show of hands opposing the operation. No one dissented. He set the time and meeting places and pulled a small wooden crate from beneath the table. In it were 12 neatly folded black hoods with large cut out eye holes. They were passed out (each man took his slowly, as if they weighed a great deal. They did. This represented the first universally approved militia action for this small gathering. 

They were fathers, sons, shopkeepers, farmers, tradesmen, all. All proud, respected members of their community. None had entered into this hard business lightly. All had much to lose, but all felt Ireland ( the Republic, had too much to gain. Eamon declared the meeting adjourned, then asked Mallory to lead them in a prayer for their safety and the safety of their new struggling nation. 

The postman, surprisingly eloquently, folded his hands and asked God(s benediction on their fight, His protection on their families, His blessing of peace on their hearts. He asked for God(s strength in the coming fight and for His justice to have its day. All said Amen with strong clear voices. 

One by one, over the specified intervals, the room emptied. Ballyfiggin(s streets, now deserted would absorb the small irregular pattern of night foot traffic without notice. John waited behind, motioning his next in line to leave. 

When all had left, Eamon took a moment with him. (I know your heart is sore over this plan, John Sullivan, but you’ve sworn us your faith and as we(ve all agreed, it will go forward as planned.”  

John nodded, adding (But you also know me as a man of my word, Eamon. You(ve seen me under fire ( I(m no quitter.” 

Eamon agreed, but added (These times test us all. None of us are looking to lose our lives here, but without our active help, true Irish hearts will be stilled and our national dream may yet again fail.”  He reassured his old comrade (besides, no one will know any of us and the entire sequence will take all of ten minute(s time. With any luck and our inside help, not a single shot will be fired, not a single blow will be felt ( or dealt.”  

He clapped John on the back and warmly shook his hand saying (we(ll confuse and befuddle the lot and if everything moves smoothly, no one will get hurt.” He pointed to the six drums of crank case oil that he had been saving, lined up in the shadows at the end of the room. (The fire(ll burn smoky ( too thick to see through and it(ll take everything they can do to get it put out. Our boyos in the back(ll lighten their arsenal and we(ll steal away long before anyone reckons the true nature of our visit! Don(t worry yourself so ( God Almighty sure is smiling on us all!” O(Flaherty crossed himself as did John.

John made a good attempt at smiling fearlessly, but he(d seen enough of the best plans turn to dust in the effort and he took his leave out the butcher(s back door, setting his cap firmly on his head so it would be harder to recognize him in the dark. He hurried through the streets thinking about the next Friday night and thinking about Kate and how he(d answer her questions should she wonder why the butcher needed to be paid in the dark.

He turned his key in the back loading dock door, but hesitated before entering. He turned away from the door and looked out over the courtyard and the barn. One of the grooms was still awake ( a soft light was spilling out from between the barn(s big front doors. He thought again about his having taken this course of action. His campaigning days had been behind him and only months before, the road to Dublin had been cleared of (obstacles” — paid for many times over in the blood of Ireland(s best, then this distaste conflict had broken out. 

He still couldn’t express his grief at the loss of the opportunity to establish the Republic, but now Irish blood was on Irish hands. It was their curse, repeated down through all the ages of their long struggle. Ireland sacrificed her best and bravest on the altar of enmity and pride. Her true enemies he(d spent his whole life fighting, but now, as close as they had come, the prize slipped away again and again. His eyes began to redden and the tears of frustration welled. Wiping his eyes with his handkerchief, he said to himself: this will never do ( what will Kate think? What indeed?
Kate must have been asleep ( he hoped she was well, as she usually waited up for him if he had to run an errand after dark. The office was quiet. She had left the one small desk lamp burning and he took a moment to sit at his desk and look again over the day(s receipts. His mind raced over and over the details of the planned action and he finally closed the ledger book in frustration ( unable to concentrate. 

The sound of the wind increasing whined in the chimneys and he felt a draft. He rose and walked to the fireplace where he closed the damper, then looking back over his shoulder, reached again, up into the flue, withdrawing a wooden box bound in brass straps. It bore two handles on the ends and an escutcheoned keyhole. 

He sat it on his desk and reaching into a vest pocket, retrieved a small key, opening the box. Carefully wrapped in oiled wool cloth, he withdrew one of two percussion cap revolvers. These were now almost antiques, he considered that they remained lethal nonetheless, in the right hands. He rolled the cylinder and sighted down the empty chambers ( clean and oiled shining steel greeted his inspection and satisfied, he wrapped it up and stowed in into the box again. 

He suddenly heard the creak of a stair above his head and quickly put the box beneath the desk knee well. Light steps sounded again and in a moment, his wife in her dressing gown, carrying a candle sconce entered the office. She smiled weakly and asked (is everything fine with the butcher?”  

He nodded and put down the ledger book he had been holding. (The day was pretty thin” he remarked. She replied (the big wedding group comes in tomorrow ( that should get us caught up.” She began to leave, then, looking back over her shoulder, tossing her red braided hair to one side, added (and you(ll get yourself to bed, soon, won(t you?”  

He smiled at her and standing, said (I(ll get us both to bed,” as he blew out the lamp. 

Chapter Five

Dawn broke slowly, in a grey haze over Cork. Beyond, to the East, it began showing a pink flare as the sun fought to gain control of the sky. But the cloud cover lay heavy upon the city, mixing with the smokestacks( dingy breath. Mist curled up off the surface of the river and spread over the low lying parts of the city. 
Maeve and Pat Quinn were rudely roused by the morning sound of the ice-monger plying his trade in the street outside their bedroom window. Maeve turned over and tried to bury her face in her pillow ( only a week, she reminded herself, before their return home, for good. 

She raised her head and looked at her sleepy husband as he pulled himself up and swung his feet over the edge of the bed. This was his home, after all he was born and raised here. There had been many happy years and a few that were full of challenge for his family, but Pat always found a way to rise above the troubles whatever they might be. 

Maeve smiled and said (Good morning to you”, as her now stirring husband winked back the sleep.
(Is it morning? I thought it was a dream I was having.”  

Maeve rose and dressed, throwing her night-shirt at the inert, slumped form of her husband (Go ahead, shove off!  The day(s waiting for you!”  

He turned and smiled from beneath the crown of rumpled nightshirt which had settled nicely about his ears. (Well, aren’t you full of spit this morning ( how about some breakfast?” 
She gave him a frown and left to wake the children and get the kettle boiling. Pat finished getting off the bed and headed for the washstand near the window. He splashed the now cool water on his face. The bracing splash woke him fully as he washed his face and hands, drying them on the linen towel hanging on the rail. Parting the curtains, he could see the ice monger just pulling his cart away down the street, with a couple of dogs following him dodging the splashes and puddles he left in his wake. Full morning light was still a half hour away, but Pat dressed for a home work-day instead of the office. 

They had a lot of packing to accomplish today and he knew Maeve would not tolerate any slacking off. He smiled as he heard the sound of the kitchen stove door being closed. He left the bedroom for the warmth of the kitchen, where 3 small faces beamed up from their long pine table. In various stages of wakefulness, he kissed each one on the head as he passed and gave a sharp tap on the head to his oldest son who had fallen asleep at the table, head in his folded arms. 

(Today is still a school day for all of you ( time to sleep is over.” he remarked, as he took his seat at the head of the table. 

(Da?” asked Claire, their older daughter, (Summer’s almost gone. If we’re going to move away, why do we still have to go to this school?”  

He laughed and patted her head, saying (Claire, you are a true Corker! You know that to get by in this world, you must learn how to read and how to think ( neither of which you(ll accomplish entirely on your own, despite your best intentions.”  She looked at her feet.
(But, I appreciate that you gave it a good try, anyway!”  

She smirked, then, face reddening, she buried her head in both hands. Her brothers and sisters began laughing and then still drowsy Brendan admitted (We were all wondering the same, Da ( we drew straws and Claire got the shortest one!”  

Pat looked at Maeve, who had turned away from the stove for this exchange and smiled back (What a den of conspirators we have raised here!” 

Brendan sheepishly began to look at the floor. Pat stood, marched over to the other side of the table and gave his son a bear hug, telling him (I(m proud of how you all stick up for each other ( I love you all very, very much” as he tousled his dark hair. 
Maeve crossed the kitchen to put a big smacking kiss on her older son(s head, which brought an immediate cry of complaint and a furious wiping. 

Breakfast passed quickly. The oatmeal was only a little lumpy and today, Maeve had put a handful of juicy raisins in it as a special treat. A slice of thick toast with some raspberry jam completed their meal. 

Little Brigid was the last to finish and as the toddler climbed down Maeve called out (Scoot, you!  Away to the sink ( I want your hands and teeth clean!”  Soon, the older children had been sorted out the door and down to the school in a tight little knot engaged in small intrigues and laughter the whole way. 

Maeve and Pat looked after them on the front door stoop and when they turned the corner at the end of the street, they returned to the packing they had begun just a few days earlier. Pat had secured a number of study shipping crates from one of his new clients ( a produce grocer and once they were cleaned and washed, were ready to fill with their household possessions for the long trip to the farm. To their farm too, after all.
Pat looked around his parlor ( filled now with stacked crates and the walls bare of their usually crowded pictures and family portraits. He glanced out the front window, curtains now parted to admit whatever weak morning light would enter and thought funny, I won(t miss old Cork one bit. He smiled to himself and watching his wife begin to pack her china dishes, he was reminded of his own mother and his mostly happy childhood in the streets of the crowded city. 

Because his father never, ever backed down from any challenge ( no matter how difficult (or even impossible, he reminded himself), his family had always had plenty. No one in his family ever had a single night hungry and since there were many brothers and sisters, no one had ever been lonely. Pat knew that with hardship all around him, he was very lucky to have had such a miraculous upbringing. 

He took after his father in one way, especially. He never took anything for granted. Pat saw life as a giant puzzle into which you were set on your own, to find your happiness in any way you could. It made for a pragmatic, tenacious approach to any adversity. He knew that finding Maeve at school had been the luckiest stroke of all. He would rarely give a conscious thought to it, but together, the husband and wife became a formidable force. 

Their affectionate, easy-going manner had been an infectious magnet for friends. They had many. Many were very close and had already begun missing them even before their departure. Each family had been extended a formal welcome to their new home, but he knew that the often difficult travel would make visits infrequent at best. He wrapped two sheets of newsprint around a small framed mirror and put it carefully into the open carton as he thought of his partners. He wondered how they would fare without his contribution to their law practice. 

The three had served as clerks to the local magistrate court while completing their education and through the long years of the abuses of the immense mountains of work as well as the abuses of attaining their licenses to practice, they had become close friends. Since all three had come from very different backgrounds, they each brought a clearly different  perspective to their work. As three individuals, they were competent, but when they put their heads together, they became unusually perceptive and able to craft solutions which might escape the attention of the typical barrister. 

One of them had been born in Britain ( London with it(s international business and fast-paced life. The other, though brilliant, had been born very poor, in Limerick and had fought his entire life for each scrap. The decision to open a law practice together, had been a natural outgrowth of the inequities they observed each day in their work and later would discuss over lunch. In this way, through discussion and consensus, all the problems of modern society and the new government were methodically solved, on a daily basis. 

Of course, the world outside the courts was a bit more complicated. Pat thought of their early successes and failures and of the hard months when no new business had come their way, but after a few key victories, word began to circulate and their client lists swelled. 

The past year had been particularly good, from a business perspective, but to Pat, the new success left him feeling that something was lacking. He had finally confronted his partners with his feelings and his decision to leave the practice and practice small town law in Ballyfiggin, Co. Galway, somewhat near his wife(s family(s farm. 

They were initially speechless and he could tell that they were also personally hurt by his decision. But, they gradually accepted it and had already begun to interview new attorneys to replace his caseload. Pat had promised to complete every case scheduled for the docket before leaving and it had taken a full year to accomplish the task. 

He was now, free ( free to worry and fret over new client(s problems, but he loved the countryside and the village of Ballyfiggin now seemed like home to him. On Saturday, after sending off the first load, he and his family would turn the keys over to their landlord and embark on their new lives. 

Pat had not forgotten the strange discoveries on the O(Deirg land and wondered regularly to himself, how many of his larger family decisions, since that day, had been directed by unseen influences? So many things had changed in their lives since then and much of the change seemed to revolve around the lower O(Deirg pasture. 

Pat glanced over at Maeve and noted the changes he had seen in her manner ( especially her sleep. In the intervening years, she’d been able to find restful sleep again, but for the first few years after her father(s death, she tossed and muttered all night long ( often rising to spend time sitting at the window, or in the kitchen where he would find her exhausted. She learned to find time to nap during the day, to make up for all the lost sleep and gradually she seemed to be less troubled by all her disturbing dreams. 

They had discussed them in detail from the very beginning. He remembered being surprised that her memory of her dreams had suddenly become so vivid. Before, she had rarely remembered any dreams at all, but since the past few years, she would go on at great length about the details that came to her in her nightly adventures. And adventures they were!  
Her nightly travels took her all over the world it seemed, to far off and familiar places alike. She would often experience disturbing events she could only watch, helplessly, as they evolved, often harming innocent people she was powerless to protect or support. She often awoke with tears running down her cheeks. 

Pat tried to soothe her sadness and fear, but in the beginning only holding her and smoothing her hair seemed to help. Not that all of her dreams were bad ones ( sometimes, she would awake with a tale of good fortune coming to some deserving small family or village in some strange location, or someone being healed of their afflictions. These dreams were entertaining and enjoyable and were often retold to all the children over breakfast. 

Another, strange, but seemingly harmless dream that recurred on a regular basis was one where Maeve saw her father seated in a grand hall, surrounded by a heroic company of good cheer, singing old songs in unison ( sometimes in tongues she could not understand. These dreams seemed to actually strengthen her. She would carry a light step through the day following one of these and if any of the songs were recognizable, or well-known old traditional tunes, she and Pat would quietly sing them together, sitting up in their bed together. 
At these times, the bond between them became so strong that he could scarcely feel where he left off and she began. Although it was a bit strange to hear the two of them singing quietly in the dark in the middle of the night, over time, it became a regular, if slightly odd occurrence. Pat eventually decided that if any of the children had been awakened by the singing, they should be invited to join in. So as the dreams of song became more frequent and the dreams of sadness and evil times became less frequent, it would not be unusual to find a clump of children and parents wrapped up in bedclothes, singing together long after dark in the Quinn household. 

The friends who knew of these occurrences ( mostly from the children(s stories ( thought it pretty unusual, but marveled at the love and affection in the Quinn family, so a few of them began to gather their children in the evenings, to sing together. Of course, none of them would have told any of their friends, even the Quinns, of their nocturnal musical pastime, but Maeve(s dreams, it seemed, had slowly begun to affect families all over Cork. 

Over the past three years, or so, the bad dreams had almost ceased completely and the dreams of songs in the high hall had become more frequent ( almost every night, but Maeve usually fell asleep right after the last song was sung.
Pat put the last paper wrapped picture into its crate and closed the lid over it. He lifted the end of the crate and balancing it against his knee, wrapped several lengths of twine about it to hold it secure. He lowered it to the bare floor with a thump.
 Maeve looked up from her china and asked (You(ve been a quiet one this morning. Share your thoughts?” 

He replied (Oh, nothing really, I(ve been thinking about the trip to our new home and the new business I(ll be courting in Ballyfiggin and of course, about your dreams.”  

She got up and stood behind her husband, laying her hands on his shoulders. (You didn(t know you had married a loon, did you?”  

(Of course, I did! How about you?” said Pat with a laugh. 

She replied (It(s been a strange journey since the day my Da died, hasn(t it? I never thought it would become so difficult for you and the children.”         Pat took her right hand and said (It was nothing but a lark ( we(ve no complaints, besides, think of all the really old songs we know by heart now!”
****
Saturday morning, some days later, after slowly walking through the empty house to make sure nothing was left behind, Maeve and Pat stood holding each other as they said a final goodbye in their hearts, to Cork.
They carried a few last items out the door and Pat packed them carefully in the back of their motorcar. Maeve suddenly noticed their broom sticking out from between two small boxes. With a startled look, she grabbed it and pulled it free. 

(What? Do you want to bring our new home bad luck?” 
Pat stood mutely while she quickly returned the old broom to its place by the back door inside their now old, home. 

She wiped the remaining dust off her hands as she climbed into the front passenger door and with the brooding bunch of children in the back seat, Pat cranked over the motor. He climbed into the driver(s seat and with a roar and backfire leaving soot all over the spot where the motorcar had stood, they pulled away from their old life.
Ballyfiggin lay a long day(s drive to the North and West and while the children remained impassive or slept, Pat and Maeve were looking expectantly around each corner as if what lay beyond was completely new. 

(Cheer up” she called to the children (when you get to your new school, you(ll be the strange, new ones! What fun you(ll have confusing your new country schoolmates!”  

Usually quiet Liam perked up and smiled as he mentally devised new strategies to bedevil his new pals. 

His sister, Claire asked (How far will it be, Da?”  The answer didn(t sit too well with her, so she turned her eyes back towards the floor, while Brigid squirmed between her and the door.
 (Do the children really speak funny in the country?” asked Brendan. Maeve replied (do I speak strangely? You know you(ll be attending the same school I attended when I was a girl.” 

This seemed funny to Claire who began to giggle. Soon, the whole passenger section of the motorcar were taking turns mimicking their best ideas of coarse, country speech and laughing at the results. 

Brendan, holding (court” now, grinned and then pronounced to his siblings, affecting a strained Dublin accent (We(re all going to be proper culchies, now!” He brought peals of laughter from all of the back seat and from his parents, as well. The sound of their mirth was easily heard over the rumbling of the engine by all those they passed on their way along the high road out of Cork.
Chapter Six
John Sullivan squinted down the rain damp street. Its cobbles glinted in the late afternoon light, reflecting the cursed rain that had slowed business traffic all morning. Kate would have some clever comment, he was sure of it! They had not seen much traffic pass, to be truthful, since the regional conferences to elect representatives, now almost a year past. 
The season for new weddings was fast approaching though and John had gone out front for a breath of air, almost as if expecting to see them all coming down the street. He knew of at least four families who had youngsters planning nuptials in the coming month and hoped that at least one of them would be dropping in to begin making plans, but no advance word had been forthcoming. 
He had let two of the serving girls go ( temporarily, he had told them ( for the summer. He hated to lose good help. Especially help that he had trained with his daughter, Claire. She had always been able to make their employees feel like family, like their work mattered. It made for a very loyal staff and it was a manner that he was going to have to let Kate figure out on her own. 

He was sure she(d find a way, though. She was the quickest learner he had ever seen and a bookkeeper with skills that left him running to catch up. He looked along the street once more, up the other way, then acknowledging that the hordes of new customers were not actually on their way down the street, sniffed the air and turned to go back inside.
Just out of the corner of his eye, he saw a vaguely familiar motorcar turn the far corner and approach. He stopped long enough to watch it pass, but it slowed and turned into the alley to the back courtyard. Customers, at last!  

He dashed inside to greet the new guests. (Kate, we have guests coming in the back.” he said as he ran past the desk to his office. Donning his vest, he came through the side door and down towards the loading dock before Kate knew what had happened. 

Outside, before the motorcar’s doors had opened, he sent one of their porters down to assist, then stood off to one side, ready to provide a hospitable greeting. The rear door opened and a laughing knot of children tumbled out onto the ground, tussling and pinching each other. Not just customers after all, Family!  

With his smile beaming across his face, he dashed down the steps to embrace Pat Quinn and Maeve. They had finally arrived for good. The Quinn children gathered around as Kate came to the back door to welcome the family back to Sullivan(s Inn. 

Over dinner, after the Quinns were comfortable in their rooms, he and Kate spoke about the recent changes in Ballyfiggin.
(It(s just the time of year”, Kate admonished, (we(ll see the traffic build again towards spring into summer, just you wait and see” 

She patted her famously worried husband on his arm and asked Maeve about the children leaving their friends and school. 

With a glance at the children(s table, Maeve replied (it has not been an easy thing for them to accept, but they are making the best of it.” 

The children, rolling on the floor at this point, all looked up, pausing as if to corroborate their mother(s statement, then went right back to their wrestling match. Sullivan laughed until, gripping his sides, he asked Maeve if there was anything he could do to make their short stay more comfortable.
“You(ve already done everything and more, John Sullivan. A better friend we could not find in this world!”
They spoke long after the plates were cleared and the children tucked in upstairs. Pat and John discussed the opportunities in Ballyfiggin, especially any news since their last visit, six months past. Kate and Maeve spoke of the schools and the new physician who had made a home in the village. 

John glanced at the schoolhouse clock on his office wall and exclaimed, (My goodness! We(ve almost talked the night away ( it(s 1 o(the wee hours.” Everyone rose, Pat and Maeve excusing themselves so they could get some sleep before tomorrow(s trip North. It had been a full and wonderful evening. If the Quinns held any remaining doubts about making the move, they disappeared in the outpouring of love and support coming from the Sullivans. 

Pat pulled on his nightshirt as Maeve got under the covers. He smiled at his wife and said (John has got quite a match with Kate ( she won(t leave many loose ends untended around here!” Maeve laughed and soon, they were asleep, dreaming for once of their new ( old ( home. 

Maeve turned once in her sleep, but was peaceful the remainder of the night until the Sullivan(s old rooster awoke her with its hoarse crowing, a little past dawn. Pat rose grumbling about his lack of sleep. Maeve put on her dressing gown to go and wake the children, but Pat reached for her arm, saying (let them sleep in ( we(ll wake them in time to leave and we can bring some breakfast for them on the way along the road” 

She smiled at his sensible nature and sat back down upon the bed. Leaning into her husband(s side, she reassured him that at least she had slept well, all night ( no bad dreams, concluding (...and we didn(t even get to grace these walls with a song or two.”
Pat rose and crossed to the washstand, remarking, (good thing, that. I didn(t want to wake any of the other guests.” Maeve laughed and reminded him that there were no other guests on the floor but the Quinn brood as she beckoned him back to the bed with a sly wink.
In a little over an hour, dragging the all but inert children down the back stairs and into the packed motorcar backseat, Pat stepped back up to the top of the loading dock. He embraced Kate and John once more, thanking them and promising to see them regularly once he was keeping office hours in the village. John promised to let him know as soon as the office space nearby was empty and the Quinns took their leave, heading North to the farm. Brendan and Liam hung their heads out the window, breeze in their faces until their mother had to tell them to sit in their seats and close the window. 

(How far is it, Da?” asked Claire, perpetually keeping track. 

He replied (we(ll be there in time for lunch, but first, your mother has brought along some breakfast for you, so settle down!” 

 Maeve passed out small fruit pies and an apple to each of the children, who thanked her approvingly. A cup of milk was shared around and refilled twice from a bottle in the front seat. Napkins followed and in an hour(s time, after getting their faces as clean as Mam(s spit and a rough scrubbing could get them, they had begun climbing the hills towards the coast road. Liam saw the first seagull and soon, the game of counting seagulls (white ones only) began to occupy them all.
Soon, familiar landmarks began to spring up along the way, the older children naming them as they passed and telling the younger ones what would come next. A few miles more and the sea became their companion, on the driver(s side. No more requests for mileage remaining were heard from the back seat Quinns as they took turns looking out the window at the sea, the far-off islands and an occasional fishing boat. 
Pat yawned and rubbed his tired eyes. He figured they were halfway on the last leg of their journey and he hoped that the motor truck with their furniture and other belongings had made it there safely. The trip had been timed so that they would follow the truck and arrive so that they could help unload. With any luck at all, he thought to himself, they(d be sleeping in their own beds that night. 
As he turned around a wide bend in the road, the sun flashed off the surface of the waves below and for a moment, he was reminded of the light on the water below the Red Gate which was what they had all adopted as a name for the excavated entrance below the O’Deirg’s pasture. He shuddered slightly as he remembered his first experience with the great Red Hall and its mysterious statue, but remembered the peaceful feeling that had come over everyone as they became accustomed to visiting there each year. 

Especially his wife. She and Claire O(Deirg had developed a strong unspoken bond between them from childhood, but now it was even more powerful and he often wondered if Claire had dreamt the same dreams as his wife. He was still a little embarrassed about the regular nocturnal singing sessions in their bedroom and wondered how he would explain that to the O(Deirgs ( or even if he would have to. There was probably a good chance that the same songs were being sung in the O(Deirg(s bedroom, too.
He rubbed his eyes again. Things that had once seemed very strange and even frightening to him before had now become so commonplace that he almost expected odd things to happen around his wife and her sister-in-law. The discovery of the gateway and the lessons of the Teacher had changed all of them in ways he could not always explain. He glanced over to his wife(s side, seeing her sleeping with her head propped up on her shawl against the window. Lucky as she was, he told himself, she(ll probably sleep until we have the farm in sight!

The road here rose and fell over steep headlands, around inlets and watercourses in the rocky coastline. They crossed over many creeks and small streams and in the dells between the hilltops, the air was cold and heavy with moisture. There were ferns and mosses in abundance, low trees and the early spring, white starflowers in clumps. As they would labor up the roadway on the side of the next hill, the cool air would dissipate, as the surroundings grew bare and rocky. 

The breeze today was blowing onshore, so a strong, salty, fishy stink prevailed. The children had complained about the smell when they had crossed over a wide mud flat near a river(s mouth and now the persistent smell ( much weaker, after all ( was accompanying them all the way to their new home. 
Pat had always loved the sea, but knew that getting used to the smell of the air would take time, as would the lack of city sounds. There was no lack of sound from the ever-present seabirds, however. Their cries, Pat was noticing, could even be startlingly like a child(s and it unnerved him to think that a child(s cries might be mistaken for a gulls calls. 

They bumped over a few deep ruts in the road and Maeve stirred.(How far is it?” she asked in a sleepy drawl. 

Pat laughed and replied (you(re getting as bad as Claire! You can just go right back to sleep and we(ll be there in no time at all.”  

Maeve frowned and rubbed the sleep from her eyes (I(m not going to miss the approach to my home!”  She pushed herself into a straight sitting posture and stared out the windshield ahead as the miles passed by. 

Pat could tell she was a bit miffed and wondered again about her dreams.(Were you dreaming?” 

She replied that she had and told a story about a small lost child who had been crying out for his parents, among some heavy boulders near the sea, but his cries had been drowned out by the call of the seagulls roosting nearby and his parents missed hearing his calls. She touched Pat(s arm and noticed that he seemed to be frowning at something, so she asked him (Is everything all right?” 

He nodded, then replied (I(m...apparently beginning to...share your dreams. Even when I(m awake!” 

She looked at him, puzzled and he explained the thought that had come into his mind just before she woke. 

She smiled and said (it was after all, only a dream ( don(t worry, we’re all just fine. Are you getting tired of the driving?” 

Pat nodded again. (But we’re almost there.” His stomach grumbled in agreement. It was well past midday and lunch was getting to be a priority. 

As they asked the children how they were holding up, Pat tuned the motorcar around the last big turn. As they climbed the long hill, Maeve was first to see the turn-off to their lane, up ahead. Slowing for the turn, she caught sight of a curl of smoke rising from Finn and Claire(s chimney and the familiar scene filled her eyes with tears of joy. 

Pat noticed and squeezed her shoulder, saying (It(s good to be home, isn(t it?” 
(It(s good to be finally home, children!” to his backseat brood. 

Liam was sleeping against his sister, who roused him roughly. (Welcome home, Da!” he said sleepily and tried to burrow back into his sister(s lap. 

She was having none of it and began to complain (Ma! Liam(s sleeping on me and he(s too heavy!”  

As Pat bounced over the ruts in the Lane and they headed up the hill, the whole backseat had erupted in whines, cries and laughter as the older siblings called their younger ones daft babies or eejits. Maeve’s eyes were fixed and shining on the pretty new stone house rising near Finn(s house above where their uncle(s home had stood more than fifty years before. 
She wiped a tear from her cheek. Home at last, I(m finally home.
Chapter Seven
With a metallic squeal, Pat set the parking brake, closed the throttle, and pulled out the choke. The motor sputtered, backfired once and died. Finn, Claire and the O(Deirg children were waiting for them on their front porch, lined up like the official welcoming committee. The youngest, Meaghan was holding a huge bunch of cut flowers from Claire(s garden: Flags, daisies, a few tulips, ladyslippers and roses ( three colors of roses! Maeve(s eyes began to tear again, as she remembered many days tending that same garden with her own mother in the warm spring sunshine. 
In a rush, the children were out the back doors and up to the porch, hugging their cousins and Uncle Finn and Aunt Claire. Meaghan, called Meggie by the family, slowly descended the stairs with the huge bouquet, so big she had to look out from behind it to see the steps. Pat was unloading valises from the back, while Maeve stepped out and, throwing her arms wide, shouted (I could just hug this whole place!”  

Little Meggie approached offering up the flowers and in a little, quiet voice said (Welcome home Aunty Maeve, we’re all so... glad you(re here… to stay!” she blushed thoroughly from almost forgetting her rehearsed line. Maeve buried her nose in the flowers and kissed her niece on her head, then ran back towards her husband as Finn and Claire met them at the motorcar. 

Finn clapped Pat on the back and asking him how he liked the color of the front door they had just painted as a surprise.(Dark red(s my ...favorite, Finn ( thank you so much” replied Pat, as Maeve and Claire joined them and they all embraced in a big circle. 

No one spoke for a time. The children(s voices rose in play and became fainter as they all ran up the hill towards the sheep. Finally Claire O’Deirg spoke.(We never thought this day would actually arrive.”  

Finn nodded, with tears in his own eyes and said (We(re all together again, all together.”  His voice faltered and he could not find the words to express his happiness. 

Pat replied (Yes, all together and all hungry!” 

Claire O laughed, (There(ll be plenty of time to get all weepy and red-faced! Let(s have some lunch!”  Pat inhaled the salt air deeply and was very pleased to smell the unmistakable fragrance of a roast beef filling his nostrils ( much better than the smell of seaweed and mud!

Rounding up the children took almost a half hour, while Maeve and Claire began putting the entire meal into two huge, bow-handled baskets. By the time the men had returned with their parade following, the women appeared on the porch each with a big basket covered in a striped linen tablecloth. From their expressions, it was clear these baskets were not light and Finn and Pat sprang to help, taking them by their handles.
(Where are you taking our food?” they demanded of their wives. 

Claire O replied (To your new home, of course! We wanted to share your first meal under your new roof!”  

Pat agreed, proclaiming (By all means, then let us all take our meal in our home!” 

Arm in arm, they covered the intervening yards quickly. Pat noticed a few gulls fly off from their perch on the ridge of the newly thatched roof. (They(ll bring you luck here” said Claire ( Finn nodding in agreement. Pat hoped they were right and thought nervously again of Maeve(s dream. 
The turf was only slightly damp, as the morning had remained dry, so no feet were mudded, but reaching their shiny new front door, Maeve stopped, said a blessing under her breath and ran inside before them to get a mat to wipe their feet on before entering. 

Her face was beaming when she came out. She looked up at her husband with her eyes flashing (The floors are the most beautiful thing I(ve ever laid eyes on ( so clean, the wood is so pretty. Thank you!” She threw her arms around her husband. 

He had spent no small amount on new hardwood floors throughout the house, but had somehow managed to keep the secret from his wife. He nodded at Finn and Claire, his accomplices. Pat then announced, looking around the property (I hope the floor will be enough table for today. It(s clear that the truck with our entire household is lost!”  

Finn stood before the door and pronounced a timeless blessing, (May God bless any and all who live under this roof forever and stand between us all and trouble!”
 As they all entered, the two women enlisted three youngsters to help set a shiny, new long table and chairs ( housewarming gifts from Finn and Claire, Pat reached out and grabbed Finn(s shoulder, thanking him and remarking warmly (Three long years in the building ( I(ll wager you never expected to see this day ever come, did you?” 

Finn agreed ( it had been a long project. He and his son and the workmen Pat had paid, had worked in odd stretches during fair weather over those years, hauling rock, lumber and home building supplies: mortar, rushes, iron drifts and bolts ( all the many items a solid house needs for a long life. In the center of the main room, the focal point was filled with a huge fireplace and wide hearthstone. The stone masons insisted that they place it in the center and that a large, new iron pot be placed in a hollow under the hearthstone, for luck but also to enhance the sound of the steps of any dancers who wished to help in future celebrations. 

The wood floor, shining in a coat of fresh, unscuffed varnish, was fitted carefully around the ample hearth to allow for plenty of celebrating as the occasion demanded. It was an expense Pat felt he owed Maeve, to give her pleasure in the move away from her friends and the life she had enjoyed in Cork. He hoped she appreciated the way it seemed to bring and hold more light into the room. He also remembered the day the work had been finally completed and the foreman of the work crew, red-faced Malachy Whelan, standing high atop the roof ridge, performed his required “roof completion ceremony”, a traditional way to bless the house and it(s inhabitants. He had first, tied a big bunch of mistletoe into the ridge rafter, near the end of the gable facing south. 

Next, using Finn(s old teacup, Pat poured a cup of whiskey out over the roof and proclaimed (A blessing of health and happiness on all those who make their home here!” adding (God stand between us and all evil!”  
Pat was told to tie that old cup up high inside the rafters, before the ceiling went in inside and he did after Finn refused to take it back. In two hour(s time, the final nails had been driven and the final thatches tied off. A keg of stout and a hearty stew was brought out and as the day was dry, they all ate and celebrated together under the bright sky. Pat smiled at the memory ( a good day when the whole of his life before him seemed to be blessed.
As the two families prepared to sit, suddenly little Claire Quinn dashed out the door towards the motorcar. Her father rose to follow and when he was outside, called to her to ask why she had run away from the table. She was already climbing down from the running board, the rear door gaping open, clutching something wrapped up in a bright red scarf. 

(Oh! I(m glad you didn(t forget!” said Pat, as she proudly carried the small package in through the door and laid it before her mother on the table. 

Pat asked Finn if he had a hammer and small nail handy, which he produced in a few short minutes. Maeve hugged her little girl and unwrapped the bundle while they were waiting for Finn. It held a rusty, old horseshoe. Claire Q. explained that their horse had worn it, before they sold him. Her eyes reddened a bit, but she explained, “This old horseshoe will bring us all the best of luck if we nail it up right over our new door.” 

Claire O(Deirg and the children all nodded their heads in agreement and everyone rose when Finn came through the door with a step ladder, a hammer and three nails in his mouth. Maeve handed the horseshoe to Pat who took it outside the door. Finn set up the ladder beneath, then handing the hammer and the nails to Pat, he held the ladder firmly. Pat ascended and drove two nails through the shoe(s nail holes into the heavy wooden lintel, above the door. 

Maeve carefully explained to all the children how important it was to keep the two ends pointing up so all the luck didn(t run out. They all clapped as Pat descended the ladder and handed the hammer back to Finn. Everyone admired the new luck charm for a moment until Finn finally cleared his throat and said (now, can we finally have some lunch?”  

Pat added (I concur!” With no further delay, the O(Deirgs and the Quinns sat for their first meal in the Quinn home. 

The two Claires ( one large the other small; Sean, Finn and Pat, Young Paddy, Liam, Brendan, Meggie, Maeve and of course Brigid, who struggled to keep her chin above the table, bowed their heads around the table as Pat asked God(s blessing on the meal and on their home. From across the property, the hoot of the Barn Owl was heard clearly several times ( everyone believed that he was sending his blessing, too.
Chapter Eight
Some weeks later, long after the truck with their belongings finally arrived, crates had been unpacked, the furniture moved around several times and dust had settled in a few corners, there came a soft rap on the door. Maeve had been lifting a heavy pot off the cooking crane in the kitchen fireplace and had heard it several times before she finally got the pot off the hook and reached out with sooty hand to grasp the doorknob. (Who could that be, she wondered, opening the heavy door. It was the postman. 

(What a surprise, Mr. Mallory ( please come in!” she exclaimed and he quietly slid into the room, quietly mouthing a house blessing and crossing himself. Mallory was a beanpole of a man, over six feet in height, but very slender, almost skinny. 

He smiled and said (Mrs. Quinn, (tis a wonder how beautiful your home is getting to be. I know my own wife would take all my pay for a year to get a floor like yours!” 

Maeve smiled and asked (What could you be bringing us?” 

He laughed and reaching into his mail pouch replied (Oh! I(m just dazzled with your new home ( we received a letter for you and your brother from America ( somewhere in Pennsylvania ( Scranton!” 

He presented the letter as if it contained a golden sovereign. His courteous nature was the subject of many discussions among the Ballyfiggin wives. Maeve took it gingerly ( she was suspicious, but also curious. The return address was from ...a Mr. O’Derrick ...it didn(t look like a business letter, but a personal one. She thanked Mallory, who seemed to be lost in the details of the planked floor. 

(Oh!" he said (I(d better be off ( it(s a long ride home and I still have mail for the farms up North. Please give my regards to your husband, to your brother and his wife as well.” 

Maeve thanked him again and as he was leaving, ran out the front door to catch him before he left. (I(m going over to my brother(s now, would your wife like a few roses from Claire(s garden?” 

He stammered (Well, yes, of course and followed her, carefully checking his pockets when she wasn(t looking. 

When they got to Claire(s garden gate and Maeve had put a half dozen red buds in his arms, he began to look a little worried, until she wrapped a wet cloth around the ends and said (There! Please enjoy these as our thanks for the long ride out!”  

He blushed and again thanked her profusely several times before climbing up on the seat of his motor truck which was still running and waving furiously, drove away down the lane and North on the road.
Claire had been watching this all from the window and as he drove off, she came out on the porch and greeted her sister in law saying (Well, just what was it you gave the fellow? I thought he(d be bringing us something, after all”. 

Maeve showed Claire the letter and said (Oh, just a few of your best roses”, then with a big grin (but we(ve gotten a letter from America!” She turned and ran skipping back towards her home, Claire running behind her, then shouting over her shoulder to the twins (Now you two behave yourselves, I(ve got my eye on you” as she ran to catch up. 

The twins were playing on the side of the house facing the Quinn(s house and they only looked up for a moment to see their mother flying across the grass. (We play behave” called out little Sean, returning to his pile of round white stones.
Out of breath, Claire sat down upon the stoop stairs at Maeve(s front door. Maeve, with her back against the front door clutched the letter to her chest and chided her friend (Not as fast as you used to be!” 

Maeve(s breath, too was coming a little faster than it had and Claire replied, wiping her forehead (Neither are you, Lightfoot! ( Now how about that letter? Who(s it from?” 

Maeve read the return address again (somebody named Franklin O’Derrick” then added (I don(t have a clue who he is, maybe Finn will know” 

Claire suggested that they walk up to the top pasture to take the letter to Finn. He, Paddy and Brendan were off minding the sheep. They had planned to bring them down to the middle pasture this afternoon, so with any luck at all, they(d meet their wives halfway down ( at least Claire hoped so. 

In a few minutes, they(d gathered up Claire(s twins, then Liam and Brigid and began the gentle climb up past the barn, along the fieldstone wall to the middle pasture. High above them, the sun began to peek through the clouds lighting the edges of the trees beyond the pasture with spots of bright green and yellow. It was mid-summer. The days were growing long and warm, when it wasn(t raining. 

This day, the rain had quit by breakfast and now it might even be a sunny afternoon. The songbirds( singing defiantly uphill mingled with the scream of gulls coming from below them as they walked. The children ran on ahead, trying to race each other to the narrow stile gap in the wall leading into the middle pasture. 

It gave the two old friends a moment of quiet together ( something they relished especially now that the children kept them so busy. Claire knew her friend was lonely on those days when Pat stayed on in Ballyfiggin. When he worked a busy case, it was fairly often that he couldn’t take the time to get home and those nights, especially if the weather was cold or stormy, were hard on Maeve. Finn had told his wife to extend a perpetual invitation to his sister, that if she felt lonesome she and her children could come up and share their table and sleep in the guest room ( an offer she had taken advantage of a few times since settling in. 

As they walked, they laughed at how formal Mr. Mallory was whenever there was mail of any importance and talked about the children(s school year, now behind them for a short break. Soon, their conversation was interrupted by the sight of Meggie climbing up to the top of the stone wall and jumping down upon her brother who cowered below. 

(Yaaaahhh!” she yelled (I(m a hawk!” Flapping her arms all the way down.
(Meggie! You stop that foolishness right now!”        Claire picked up the pace to reach the children quickly before anyone was injured and Maeve followed, noticing that there were quite a few blooming Yarrow stalks coming up along the pasture wall. While Claire scolded Meggie ( and Brendan, for acting like a field mouse while his sister pounced on him, Claire Q and Brigid began picking the tall, tough Yarrow stalks, laying them in piles on the grass. When Maeve had finished, she brought the children over to join the others in picking Yarrow. 

After ten minutes, there was a sizeable pile and Claire told the children that they had gathered enough. She told Maeve that she would dry the leaves and make bundles of the stalks to set inside, above their front doors ( there was enough for both houses.
 Maeve nodded, remembering her mother(s belief in the healing power of Yarrow tea and (earth luck”, the harmony she saw in all natural growing things, to put matters right. Maeve knew that she had not inherited as much of her mother(s skill in the garden as she had wished, but her brother(s wife, her own best friend was every bit as skillful as her mother had been. Sometimes it seemed to her that she had her mother with her again, only younger, in Claire ( sharing the name and the spirit.
As they passed through the gap into the middle pasture, they saw the men and flock begin to pour through the gap in the upper wall like thick oatmeal might pour from a pitcher. They watched as the sheep kept running through, hearing the sharp, happy barking of the sheepdog. 

When the last sheep was through the narrow gap, Paddy brought up several cut thorn bushes which he and Liam wedged in the opening to discourage even the wayward lead ram from returning to the upper pasture. As he finished, Finn noticed the women and children waiting down below and along with the boys, began heading down to meet them. S.H., sensing the new arrivals, ran on before, to make sure everything was fine. The scruffy dog began to wag his tail as soon as he recognized those waiting below and drawing closer, the twins ran uphill to meet her, getting very muddy and grass-stained in the greeting process. 

When the licking had stopped, the giggling still had a way to go so that by the time Finn arrived, there were only four bright blue eyes peering out from a clump of muddy clothing and hair to greet their father. As Maeve, Claire O and little Brigid waited at the wall, Maeve began waving the letter at Finn excitedly.
 (What have you got there” he asked suspiciously. 

(It(s a letter from a Mr. Franklin O(Derrick, from America”, said Maeve with a smile, adding (and it(s addressed to the O(Deirgs ( one of which I still am”. 

He took the envelope from his sister saying (Unopened! What happened to your letter opener?” He pulled out a small penknife from his vest pocket and slit the end of the envelope. 

Claire asked him (do you recognize the name at all?” (No, he replied, saying (I hope it(s not bad news” 

He began reading the contents as if it contained the weight of the world. 

By the time the second page had been turned, Maeve, getting more impatient by the minute tapped her brother(s shoulder saying (You(re not reading that alone, you know ( what does it say? We(d like to know, too!”  

He apologized and lifted his eyes to his wife and sister. He wore a puzzled expression, paused, then said (I think it(s from our ...cousins in America.”  

(Of course it(s from America!”exclaimed Maeve, adding (What(s it say?”  

Finn turned the third page and replied. (It(s partly an apology for this being the first letter, then an apology for leaving in the first place, then for changing their name to O’Derrick. It says it was easier for the Yanks to pronounce, than O(Deirg.”  

Claire and Maeve pressed him for details, so he motioned everyone, even the children to gather around him and he read to them; (Our fathers passed away several years ago and those cousins remaining here wanted to be sure that their cousins in Ireland still knew them and the family. Some of us have had fortunate luck, others have not, but we are all still close and send you our greetings.”  

Finn went on (I(m (Cousin Franklin ( Finn explained) blessed to report that my wife and I have three lovely daughters and I have been very lucky in business. When I was young, the only work I could get was hard railroad work that kept me from my home for weeks at a time laying down steel rails. I noticed that many of the tools we had to use were poorly made, not designed for the work itself. I don(t know if you ever knew my father, but he was an accomplished smith ( he was pretty well known, or so he told us, for his forged tools and he taught me his trade when I was a boy.” 

Finn continued reading aloud, (The next thing you know, I(m making up tools at home, during time between jobs, that are better for the job than the ones we were given to use. When my bosses saw them, they wanted to buy them, so I started making some up and over a period of a few years, I had to quit the railroad crew and work full-time at tool making. Now, I have a foundry and mill that makes specialty tools of all kinds for the railroad and it(s blessed my family with the income to live very well. My daughters have been very interested in Ireland and I tell them the stories my father told us when we were little kids” 

Finn stopped here and asked Maeve if she ever knew of any small goats in the family line. 

She shook her head puzzled, and then Claire suddenly said (Children! That(s what the Yanks call children! ...Kids!”  

Finn and Maeve smiled and realized that their newfound cousins were Irish ( once maybe, but they were Yanks now.  

He continued reading aloud (the girls love the stories, especially the ones about the sheep and want to see where their grandfathers were born. That(s another reason for this correspondence. I wanted to ask you if it would be a problem or hardship for your family if we were to all pack up and visit you in Ireland ( maybe as soon as mid or late summer?” 

Finn smiled broadly and asked the air above his head, (A problem? How could being reunited with your family be a problem?” 

Maeve and Claire began chattering away about the cousin(s wife, his children and what kind of people might they be, when Finn stopped them and said (Don(t waste your time with this kind of silly talk ( we(ll find out the answers to all of our questions when we meet the O’Derricks themselves. I must reply to this letter, but I don(t think there is enough time for it to get over to American before summer is over.”  


He then asked his wife what she thought about having guests from America and she said (Don(t be talking like a stranger ( I(m as excited as you are to meet them! What could be better than a house full!”  

He agreed, swept up in the feeling that the family would all be together again on O(Deirg land in a free Ireland. His eyes began to redden, but he was quick with his handkerchief. Claire noticed and patted his arm. He cleared his throat and read from the last page, (your cousin, Frank O’Derrick.”.
Finn finished reading and folding it up carefully, he slid It back into its envelope which he put into his inside vest pocket. (Well, he said ( we(ll be needing some new beds and chairs!”  

He told the children that soon, they(d have some new cousins. The twins jumped up and down shouting (Cousins! New cousins!” 

Paddy smiled and asked his father (how long before they get here? Is it very far across the sea? Will they come on a big ship? What will they be wearing?”  They all laughed and answered his many questions the best way they could. 

The sun was heading down to meet the sea and a orange/pink glow began to light the clouds overhead. Claire told the children that it was getting close to dinnertime and Maeve, remembering her cooking, suddenly bolted back down the hill, calling back (I left the pot on the fire, what an eejit I am!”            As they passed through the narrow gap in the middle pasture wall, Claire gathered up the cut Yarrow in her apron and she, Finn and the children, with S.H. running behind, headed home. Finn was already preparing mental lists of needed materials and lumber. Claire was thinking about how they(d need to hold some of her vegetables back from sale the week before they arrived - whenever that was to be and frowned slightly as she wondered where she(d put everyone! Paddy slid over next to his father and said as they walked down the little path, in as adult a manner as he could muster, (I(ll be giving you my help in building the furniture for the cousins ( I(m pretty good at helping.”
Finn hugged him and replied (I was counting on that!”  Market was coming up, in another few days and he asked them all to help put the shopping list together ( a job that Claire was especially looking forward to.
She also needed to see her father and though she knew Kate would take good care of him, she was worried about his increasing involvement with the local (politicals”. The sadness and ugliness of the old troubles were mostly over, but sharp disagreements between those who agreed with the new Irish Free State government(s methods and those who didn(t had led to sporadic violence and reprisals. The letters from Maeve(s friends in Cork had painted a bleak picture. 

Two years before, the city had been swept with fire ( supposedly started by the brutal I.R.C.(s ( the notorious (Black & Tans” who had been doling out the British idea of justice. They were lucky to live far away from most of the difficulties. But it turned out some of the troubles were on the move closer to home. 

Last month, after the Dail voted to support the treaty with England by a dangerously narrow margin. DeValera(s I.R.A., refusing the call to disarm had occupied the Four Courts in Dublin, displacing the government until Michael Collins, a former brother in arms against the British and one of the treaty signers, directed the Free State Army to attack and disperse them. Some called him treasonous ( or worse.
Irish killing Irish. It left a shocked nation. Angry discourse and a threat of civil war turned partial victory into loss for all. Claire’s father had been a close compatriot of Mr. DeValera many years before, right after his return from service in Africa and she feared that his temper was burning for reprisal. She knew he had an old British Navy pistol somewhere in the Inn and hoped that he had forgotten where, for his own sake. She meant to tell Kate about the pistol and resolved to do so this next week when they went to market.
She felt disgust for the terrible world and the pain it inflicted upon people who simply wanted to live the way they saw fit. As their nation struggled in the throes of birth, there should be widespread joy and celebration, but instead there was murder and deceit afoot. 

She also knew that far below their farm lay many secrets that given to the right men might set their minds towards peace. But her daydream was just that and her first concern was to her family and her home and for the time being, she knew that she must keep the secrets of the Teacher locked away far below where they could not be contaminated or used by weak, or proud, foolish men. 

She suddenly remembered the pilgrimage she(d taken to Knock as a young girl, with her father and mother and wondered if she should make another to ask the Lady to bless and protect her father(s house. The thought was swept aside as the youngsters raced past her so close and so fast that she could feel the disturbed air against her cheek.
(Slow down! You(ll slip and fall!” she called after them, smiling at their energy and the serious business of chasing after fun.
The family entered their house from the back door, Claire laying down the big bundles of Yarrow on the sideboard in the back room. She found a ball of rough twine and asked Claire Q, Brendan (who had just come down from tending the horses in the barn) and Liam(red faced and breathless from the race) if they could make bunches of 24 stalks of Yarrow and tie them together tightly (round the bases.
She explained that she would need to hang them upside down, for a spell in the attic, to dry. (Make sure you leave the tops alone.” She explained patiently. 

The children grumbled until she agreed to let them also do the hanging and they began discussing whose job was counting, bundling and tying. Their happy patter carried through into the main room, where she put the kettle on the stove and stoked up the fire for tea. 
Finn sat at the table and watched his wife prepare for dinner. Every movement she made was a delight for his eyes and it seemed that he wore a perpetual smile when he relaxed in the evenings. His broad, rough hands held tight around a tea cup, as he stretched out his legs beneath the table.
He noticed that this evening she seemed lost in deeper thoughts than the upcoming visit or market, so he asked her (What(s troubling you, wife?” 

She stopped her work and sat down next to him. Looking up with sad eyes, he knew it had been right for him to ask and listened while she quietly explained her fears and her sadness. He could only hold her and try to soothe her worries, but he also told her that he would spend as much time with John as he could, the next few days after they got in to Ballyfiggin. He could provide him a much-needed ear and of course, would offer his opinion if asked. 

(I never saw need for half the killing and violence, no matter the cause.” he told her. (I will do everything I can to make sure that your father is not drawn into it again. I(ll speak to Pat as well.”  
She smiled, grateful for his reassurance.
ADVANCE \d4
Chapter Nine

By mid-morning the first of the Inn’s wedding guests had begun arriving. If everyone showed, there’d be a full house by afternoon. John(s mood had improved substantially, and then he suddenly remembered that his daughter and her family would be arriving for their market trip and hurried to the front desk to reserve a small room with two beds for them. Running his finger down the reservation list, he frowned when he found nothing remained vacant. 

Kate came out from the kitchen and found him frowning at the register.(What(s the trouble, John?” 
He explained that he’d forgotten to hold a room aside for Claire, Finn and the children and began to berate his poor memory, when Kate brushed past him, then turning the page, showed him where she had entered a reservation for them herself, the week before. 

He grinned, red faced and foolish and said quietly (...must be why I married you!”  

Kate laughed and replied, with a hug (Sometimes I could swear that you(re so busy with details you can(t get anything accomplished at all!”  

She kissed him on his cheek and turned to leave just as the front door opened and four more members of the wedding party spilled into the room. He greeted them and showed them to the desk, asking Kate to check them into the register ( he had some business upstairs to attend.
She smiled and he left, climbing the stairs to the first landing, then following the hallway all the way to the back of the building, where a tall windowed door opened out onto the roof. It was a little stiff in opening, but he shouldered his way through and closed it behind him. He walked over to the shaded inside corner, where the roof eaves overhung on both sides. Leaning up against the wall behind him he looked out over the courtyard. 

He thought back many years to the nights he(d bring his little daughter out here to show her the stars, or if the moon was full and the night sky clear. Not so many times at all, he reminded himself. He spent a few quiet moments, deep in memories. 

Memories of being a young man, swearing to his father he(d do the right thing by the Inn... swearing to a young woman(s father that he(d always do right by her... swearing to his ill wife that he would never pick up a gun again as long as he lived. But past times were past, he stood up straight and shook his head as he stepped back through the roof door into the hallway

He stepped quickly down the stairs and thought of a short prayer of thanks, which he repeated just under his breath. His children and grandchildren were to be safely under his roof this night and he could only smile and thank God. When he got to the front desk, Kate was checking in the last couple for the wedding party. 

He walked up behind her, laid a hand on the small of her back and whispered (We(re so lucky!” as she finished writing in the register.
She looked up as he patted her smartly on her backside and disappeared into the office. After these five years, she marveled at how many of her husband(s moods were familiar as an old, worn cap and completely unfathomable. He was the kind of man she had always imagined her husband would be ( strong, fiercely loyal and brave, but pretty shrewd when it came to juggling money and her life had been wonderful since their marriage.
Not that she didn(t put in her share of work ( and some left over as well! Seeing the front room empty for a moment, Kate took a break from the desk and walked back into the office, where John sat in one of the armchairs, looking out at the window.
(Penny for your thoughts?” 

He looked up and smiled at his wife, replying (Oh, nothing really. I was wondering about Friday morning is all.”  Friday morning, the wedding party was scheduled to leave and Finn and Maeve(s long lost cousins from America were supposed to arrive by afternoon ( a couple and three daughters! (Where will we put them all?” he asked his wife. 

She walked over and, patting his shoulder, answered (Right where we always put them! You shouldn’t worry about Friday ( it(s all taken care of. You might concern yourself with making sure you bring enough of O(Flaherty(s sausages in to last through the weekend ( we had several disappointed guests last night.” 

He nodded and took her hand as his thoughts turned towards Friday evening; a few hours after most dinners were served. That was the time he had on his mind. 

He had carefully planned the sausage order to allow them to run out around 8:00 o(clock ( forcing an emergency trip to the butcher. The entire trip through the hills to Killane, then south around the tip of Lough Mask to Ashford Castle, in Mayo would take only 1 hour, 45 minutes. The entire action, once in position, would take all of ten minutes and the return another hour or two. He had his excuse all planned out as well ( the sausages were still being smoked and I had to wait along with three others, so we went to the Pub for a Pint. Sorry I(m so late, but it couldn’t be helped. 

All three of the others would actually be with him at Ashford Castle and all three would hoist a Pint together at the Harp & Hound upon their hasty return. Everyone(s story would check out and he would bring back a full keg of sausages to satisfy even Kate(s queries. He hoped that all he would have to worry about would be Kate(s displeasure ( with any luck, lasting only for a day or two thereafter. 

He hoped that Mallory was doing his best to pray for them all and hoped that God was watching over this small band of patriots.
Chapter Ten
The butcher had always seemed a quiet, competent man to most of his customers. He and his family had lived in Ballyfiggin for a while, having come down from near Castlebar some years before, seeking relatives that had supposedly lived in town. When their ranging search and later check of the church records turned up only a few names and no recent entries, they decided to settle in anyway. 

O(Flaherty had made a good life, found a need and filled it. His skill, especially with wild game, had given him a prosperous business and a reputation for integrity. He and his wife served the church and the community in every way they could. He had many friends ( none very close, but he was known to enjoy a pint and a song.
But hidden away behind his ruddy smile was a man who was touched by many painful even violent memories, a man whose motives were often not as simple or as clear as they seemed. 

He went to the back door and opened it, looking both ways down the dark alleyway. Satisfied that all was quiet, he closed and dead-bolted the door, also throwing a heavy iron bar down across it to secure it against intruders. He returned to the table where the map still lay open. This was rolled tightly and inserted into the stub end of a copper pipe which protruded from the wall near the floor. Glancing around the walls at the brine barrels, he patted the nearest one with real affection, then blew out the last lamp and retreated up the stairs to his home as the thoughts of father …and his lost sister, intruded again. He remembered...
When Eamon was a young man ( barely 11, his family lived devout, hard-working lives ( much the same as their neighbors. His father, a respected butcher whose customers would travel from as far away as Newport, to buy his cured beef and his venison, when he had it. Eamon had learned the trade at his father(s side at his father(s cutting table. By the time he was ten, he could handle a quarter side of beef and hang it up himself. He and his father worked well as a team and on his ninth birthday, his father gave him a fine set of knives with bone handles from Germany. 

His mother and sister took care of the home and tended their few cows. His sister especially loved music and became very accomplished, while still a young girl, on the lap harp. She would play and sing the old ballads almost every evening after work was finished for the day on the family(s old, green lacquered instrument. Eamon had grown up surrounded by music and laughter ( it had been a wonderful life, until just before his eleventh birthday. 

That summer, his father fell off the back of a van cart, unloading beef and hit his head hard against the curbstone. The doctors had said his skull was cracked. They said he was lucky to be alive at all. The months of sadness as he languished in his bed, unable to speak clearly, his eyes distant and dull, were still as fresh in Eamon(s memory as ever.
Eamon did the work of two men for the rest of that year and just after the New Year, his father seemed to improve, until he began to be able to get up and dress himself. His speech remained slurred, but his eyes were as clear as they had been and he began taking long walks outside, along neighborhood streets, his wife often at his side. Eamon wished many times he could have gone along but knew he had to remain behind to manage the shop. 

His father steadily improved all spring until he seemed almost his old self ( but he wasn(t really the same man. He was quick to temper and his speech remained slow and deliberate. More than any of the other changes, though, Eamon could never understand why his father no longer enjoyed music. 

It was worse than that ( he hated it!  He could not abide the sound of the harp, or even a voice singing. He told them that it made his ears ring until all outer sound was muffled, the only thing he heard clearly was a rushing, pounding noise. Eamon(s sister Kathleen was especially saddened by this change in her father and became more distant, seeking friends’ time away from the family home more and more. 

By summer, Eamon and his father were again working side by side, but their time together was no longer enjoyable for Eamon at least. His father never offered any conversation, or commented on Eamon(s work, so over time, Eamon became convinced that he was not doing his job well.
 Each day would drag ( the clock running so slowly it seemed the end of the day would never come. In addition, his father took to leaving the shop for hours with no explanation, leaving Eamon to work alone. Eamon felt like the weight of the entire world was on his poor shoulders. He loved his father, but no longer enjoyed the time he spent with him. 

He saw his friends from school on the street, continuing their learning, having fun, playing football ( his own life had disappeared and he was growing old before his time. Then, to add to his and his family(s misery, his sister disappeared. 

She had gone with friends, to hear a musician she had heard of perform at a local ceilidh. Their mother had been concerned, as it was on the other side of town, but had given her approval. Later that evening, Kathleen had left her friends, dancing through the crowded floor and was not seen again. 

Their mother was devastated and now spent every hour she could at church, attending Mass and praying for Kathleen(s safe return. His father seemed even more gloomy and withdrawn. Eamon had no one left to speak to besides his customers and the priest. 

He asked the priest each Sunday after Mass why these terrible things had happened to his family, but the priest only said it was God(s will that they were being tested. That didn(t help ease Eamon(s troubled spirit. He now frequently wondered what he had done to bring these things to his family and despaired that any good would ever come back to their door. 

Then, late one rainy Thursday evening, he and his mother were reading in their kitchen when they heard a soft rapping on their back door. It was many hours after dinner, so they were alarmed and Eamon went to see who it could be. He returned with Kathleen, soaking wet, red-eyed and very thin. 

She was wrapped up in an old, worn man(s coat and when her mother removed it to dry her, it was clear that she was very pregnant. Her eyes never once rose up off the floor. When her mother asked her gently where she(d been, Kathleen only began to cry. 

Her mother wrapped her in her warm arms and sang a lullaby her daughter loved when she was a baby, softly, stroking her head. She whispered to her daughter (there, there, you(re home now ( where you belong... .don(t cry my darling, don(t cry.”  Eamon also stood to embrace his lost sister, now restored miraculously to them and said a prayer of thanks in his heart, his own eyes filling with tears. 

They were huddled together there, next to the kitchen table, when Eamon(s father found them. He(d been asleep and heard the back door open and close, so, light sleeper that he was, got up to investigate. Standing in the doorway, he simply said (So you(re back, are you?”  

Kathleen, regaining her composure went to embrace her father, glad to see him standing and speaking, but when she got close to him, he pushed her away. 

Scowling, he remarked (So that(s it, is it?” , pointing to her now enlarged stomach. 

She nodded and began to cry again. He asked her who had done this to her, but she would only cry and shake her head. 

Finally, he said (I(ll have none of that under my roof.” Then turning to his wife, standing by the table in tears herself, (that(ll show you what your prayers got you.”  

He left the room to return to his bed and the three remaining could only look after him in hurt disbelief. Eamon(s mother kept telling Kathleen over the next few days, that her father would come around and that he would be his old self again, but it never happened. 

One evening when Eamon returned exhausted from work, his mother told him quietly that his father had taken Kathleen to the Magdalenes ( the sisters who ran the laundry, to spend the rest of her days doing penance for her sinful ways. 

Eamon remembered the look of hopelessness in his mother(s eyes and that day he began to hate his father. He never learned what had happened to Kathleen. He never saw her again. He remembered that when his mother died shortly after, when the influenza ran through the town, he wept bitterly for days. He later found Kathleen(s harp in the attic and secretly brought it into his room where he hid it beneath the floor for three long years while his father remained alive.
He remembered that when his father finally left this world, he shed not a single tear. The very next day, he left his parent(s home and headed to Dublin, where he made his way the best he could. At first, he was drawn to any speech or organization that flaunted authority, especially the authority of the crown. He joined and fought for Irish rights. 

He met Eamon DeValera at a private lecture, He tagged along after and was introduced around to other I.R.A men, eventually becoming a member of DeValera’s staff. He was always moving on, wherever the cause took him until he met his future wife in Castlebar. He settled down there, raised a family himself, reestablished his trade and when things in Castlebar became untenable as the Black and Tans along with Brit regulars closed in, he took a new Mayo name and moved his family to Ballyfiggin, where an old compatriot ran a small inn... 
He walked quietly through his parlor and just before he turned to climb the stairs to his bedroom, he glanced back at Kathleen(s harp, sitting in the darkness on the parlor mantelpiece, waiting these long years to be played again. Wiping his dry eyes, he climbed the stairs carefully so that he wouldn’t wake the family ( especially his wife.
He stepped over her dog, asleep at the top of the stairs and crept into their bedroom. The light of the moon through the curtained window showed his wife sleeping on her side. Her hair shone like silver on the pillow. The rise and fall of her regular soft breathing comforted him. 

Eamon hoped he(d have the protection of Providence and more than a little luck with Friday’s “business”, so he could roll into bed next to her that night. He undressed thinking about his responsibility to the men he(d brought together in the struggle. 

Everything he could control was looking more and more secure ( he was beginning to have confidence in the bold operation after all. They(d teach (em a thing or two, they would. He lay down and as he closed his eyes, the image of his sister(s harp, sitting on his mantle, waiting flashed in his mind. He rolled over and pulled his covers around his shoulder.
Chapter Eleven
By Seven o(the morning, as the sun climbed over the high ridge, all the Quinns and O(Deirgs were ready to depart for Ballyfiggin and market. There was extra excitement, too, because another post had arrived from America and the cousins would be meeting them in Ballyfiggin in two days( time. The children, all piled into the back seat of Pat(s motorcar. They were chatting, pushing, pinching and shoving merrily, while Finn, Claire and Paddy were bringing their cart down from the barn. A large bag of presents for the cousins, made by both family(s children lay in the bottom of the cart. 

Paddy and his father had spent the better part of the past afternoon readying the wool barn for the coming last shearing, filled two additional bales of finest Merino wool and had brought the entire flock, now numbering well over 130 animals, into the paddock for safe keeping while they were away. There had been quite a bit of shoving, running and barking to get them rounded up and enclosed. Most of it had been done by their old sheep dog, now lying curled up in the bed of the cart next to the bag of gifts. 

Paddy rubbed his sore shoulders. The spring brought endless fresh water into the trough in the paddock, but enough clover and hay had been loaded into the mangers to satisfy twice that many for a month. Paddy had loaded it all himself with a pitchfork almost twice his height. It had been a lot of hard work, but Finn had told him that it made a real difference to have two men working the farm again. 
After he heard that, Paddy(s face lit up with a bright smile. He was proud of what he’d been able to do and Finn was proud that he made the attempt at all. With some grunts and exclamations, they shooed out the dog, loaded the wool into the cart along with the family valises and small bags. Finally, all was ready and Finn gave a whistle to Pat to start up and leave.
Pat Quinn had only returned from Ballyfiggin a few days before and was a bit put off about making the trip again so soon, but it would only take them half the day. The trip was hard on the younger children so the Quinns took the O(Deirg(s twins. Finn, Claire and Paddy O would join them by tomorrow. Pat wondered if Finn would ever give up the cart. His old donkey was getting slower by the day and soon would either have to be put down, or retired to pasture, which is what he deserved after all the loyal service.
Spitting into his hands, Pat turned the crank briskly and the engine caught and fired. Maeve slid over on the seat to give him room and Pat climbed in behind the wheel. With chugs building, a cough and cloud of soot, they pulled away down the lane and into the road headed south. Finn slapped the reins across the donkey’s back and with a lurch, they were off as well. The road ran along the sea for some distance and as they passed, seabirds rose and dove, disappearing behind the edge of the cliffs.
Claire shifted uncomfortably on the bench seat of the cart, having missed most of last night(s sleep. Whether it was the sound of the voices from the ancient hall ringing in her dreams again, or her worries over her father(s safety, she had tossed back and forth all night long. The strains of an old song about the love of one(s family kept coming back to her and made it hard to relax her thoughts and the rutted road made travel uncomfortable in any event. She snuggled against Finn, who put a sheltering arm around her shoulders as he drove. 

Gulls rose overhead, but their cries sounded melancholy to Claire(s ears and she turned her gaze back over the hill towards the farm. Leaving ( even to go back to Ballyfiggin, now seemed to upset her mood and she shivered slightly in the damp morning air. Finn drew her close and he began to sing one of their favorite marching songs. Paddy joined in and finally Claire couldn’t resist any longer. Their cart bounced along the road while their voices rose into the morning sky.
In a few hours, with the sun overhead and the day warming up quickly, they pulled the cart over to the side of the roadway. It was a favorite spot under the shelter of a lone ash tree. Finn made sure there was some grass for the donkey that he could reach without being unhitched and Claire brought a large basket out of the back.
 Finn let down the swing door at the rear of the cart and they sat upon it with their legs dangling down while they ate a light lunch. Bread with cheese and bacon and an apple filled their bellies and would refresh them for the rest of today(s trip. The sky shone marbled blue and white. A gentle sea breeze played the grasses in the fields below them in waves as they relaxed, chatted and ate. 

A few gulls flying high overhead made faint cries, but it was mostly quiet until a crow made his residence right over their heads in the ash. Claire was annoyed to see him alight and said (there goes the quiet!”  

She was right. In a few moments he had begun loudly complaining about their presence which invited S.H.(s cheerful commentary of yips and barks. The noise overwhelmed Claire, so climbing back up to the cart seat and wrapping up the remnants of lunch, she loaded the basket back into the cart. Shaking her fist at the unruly bird, they headed south again.
(Loud-mouthed bird!” Claire remarked to Finn, adding (we might have relaxed a bit more if the neighborhood had stayed quiet!” 

He laughed and replied (that(s probably the same thing he(ll be telling his family about his favorite tree!  He can(t help being a crow, after all, any more than we can help being O(Deirgs!”  

Even Paddy had a comment from the back (He probably heard our singing!” 

(Well, at least ( said Claire, (It(s better singing than his!” 

They all enjoyed the joke and bounced on down the road, striking up another tune, with S.H. adding a few final yips for good measure. Claire, though, turned back to see the crow leave the ash tree and fly off Southwards, almost following them. She squinted her eyes to watch more clearly and follow his flight, as crows had always made her a little uneasy.
Each time she tried to nap, leaning against Finn, the sound of the hollow voices from the Red Hall intruded through the sound of the horses( hoof beats and filled her thoughts. She tried to banish them, but it was a losing battle, so she turned her thoughts to her interest in deciphering the Hall’s ancient inscriptions.
She had remained engaged in her study of the inscriptions below their farm on the stones in the darkness by torch or lamplight. Over the years, she had found the intrusion of the voices almost maddening. After all her translations, she had learned much of the culture and life of the (first children”, but strangely, they seemed to be little different in occupation and demeanor from herself and her family. She knew they had the same frailties and weaknesses ( their ancient epigraph made that clear, but she still had no understanding of their strengths, wealth and power that had gone before other than the allusions in the inscriptions. 

She also knew that they had lived before the time of the church ( but their pagan beliefs seemed more and more to her like the teachings of the Lord than most of their priest(s homilies and prayers. She was beginning to draw comfort from the ideas she had learned from the writings, but was careful to remain guarded against any heretical teachings taking root in her heart. 

It had been easy to keep what might well be heresy separated from her inner knowledge of good and evil ( the intruding voices remained detached, hollow sounding, distant. Her own conscience remained loud and bright and used to winning every argument. In this way, she was usually able to keep the… other thoughts separate. While she was not yet convinced, she began to think of them as spirits or ghosts, their owners having long departed.

It made Claire shudder each time she named them in this way, but she could think of no other explanation. Besides, it wasn(t so long ago that almost every farm family proudly told old cherished stories of fairy trails, magic springs or nightly visitors. Many of Ireland(s old, pagan ways held on stubbornly, even in this modern century.   

Claire glanced into the cart bed to check on Paddy and their dog, both of whom were sleeping on a blanket laid over the wool bales. Let them sleep away the day, she thought ( they had both worked so hard the day before they deserved it. 

Suddenly, the voices intruded again, even this far from the farm and it frustrated her that despite all the years of translation and a growing facility with the ancient pre-Gaelic tongue they used, her understanding was still only rudimentary. The past few days, their insistent calls and vague, increasing warnings had interfered even with her simplest tasks as a mother and this cacophony angered her. 
The cart swayed around a sharp turn and she looked back up above them, but this time, the crow had disappeared. That cheered her and she began to feel drowsy. Safe under her husband(s strong arm, she fell into a welcome sleep as the road leveled off. Finn glanced down at her and smiled when her saw her eyes close. He hoped the road would stay smooth for a time so she could catch up on her sleep. He reminded himself to ask her again what had been troubling her, when she awakened.
Chapter Twelve

Later that afternoon, as the weather began to thicken, Pat, Maeve, the O(Deirg twins and all the Quinn children rolled into the back courtyard of Sullivan(s Inn. Sullivans, it seemed was in high season and although Pat had reserved their room ahead of time, little room to park their motorcar was left. Maeve muttered about all the fancy motorcars being the sign of fancier people, towards whom she was notorious in her lack of patience. 

Pat nodded and said (It must be an important party ( many of these have obviously come from some distance” gesturing in the direction of two particularly mud splattered cars. (Been here a day or two already” he added. 

The rain always made a quagmire out of the back roads, especially in Galway this time of year. As soon as he found a narrow slot near the loading dock, he set the brake and began unloading luggage with the help of the boys. Little Brigid was curled up asleep in the middle of the back seat and all the unpacking commotion only made her stir slightly.
Maeve made sure everyone had their belongings and then she lined up five children on the loading dock, in size order. She scooped up Brigid, who continued to sleep soundly. Brendan and Liam stayed with Pat as Maeve marched the remaining lineup into the back door of the Inn and right up to the front desk, where Kate was waiting with open arms. Pat, Brendan and Liam brought up the rear, laden with valises, satchels and cases. 

They deposited them near the desk in a pile and stood ready for their kisses and hugs. Greetings took a few minutes( time, as John had come out of the office to get his own share of hugs and handshakes. 

(Your usual rooms are already set for your arrival ( extra beds and we added a washstand to your room” Kate explained to Maeve. (There(ll be plenty of room for everyone!” 

With a twinkle in her eye, she took Maeve(s arm and began to lead her up the stairs. The parade of children, boxes, valises and men — large and small ( followed them to their rooms. The O(Deirg(s extra cases were left in the adjoining room and the rest took over the Quinn room. Kate left them to settle in and asked if Liam could come down to the office in a few minutes, which pleased him a great deal.
(Of course, I(ll be there” he replied (whatever your need, you can count on me!” He almost stood at attention, which made his mother and sisters giggle. This resulted in his immediate blushing beet red. 

Kate said simply (I knew I could count on you Master Quinn!” Leaving them all poking fun at the red-faced Liam. In ten minutes time, he was climbing back up the stairs with a load of books. Some were color picture books that Kate had collected for their visits.  

John followed him up the stairs with another armload of books. The visits from the family children were both a blessing and a bane ( for his aching back, after several rounds of rough play. He loved how fast their attentions changed focus and he struggled to keep up with them. Kate always poked fun at him and reminded him of his age. He smiled as he knocked on the door. He heard the sounds of singing inside the room and it stilled before the door opened.
Liam dashed inside while Little Brigid tugged at his trouser leg to bring him into the room. All the children gathered around, as well as Maeve and Pat and he and Liam presented each with a wonderful book ( horses and farm animals, sailing ships, whales and penguins, wild tigers and lions and many others, all gathered together lovingly by Kate. 
The children(s eyes grew round and Maeve said (Go off all of you! Read your new books!” 
As the children dashed off to claim sections of their beds or space along the walls for careful scholarship.
Pat laughed and said (John, you certainly know how to keep young minds occupied! I couldn’t get their attention the whole trip!” 

 John smiled then asked about the singing.(It was a nice old song, I almost recognized it ( the words were unusual to my ears.” She glanced up at Pat, and then replied quickly (Oh, that old thing! It(s an ancient ballad I learned...a long time ago, in the old speech. We sing it a lot with the children.”  

John replied that it had a sweet melody and hoped that they would someday sing it for Kate. She said they would, perhaps after dinner and John thanked them yet again for the visit. Pat spoke to John about the market days ahead and John filled him in on a few tidbits of new gossip, including the fact that O(Flaherty the butcher had just finished a huge batch of the new summer sausages, which would be on everyone(s table in Ballyfiggin for a fortnight. Maeve thanked him again for the books as Pat led him out into the hall. 

Once out of earshot, he asked quietly what was new of the news of the political crisis and even violence storming around them. John patiently answered all of Pat(s questions that he felt he could without illustrating his involvement beyond informed awareness. 

Pat(s questions became more pointed, specifically about whether the Crown would exploit this civil fighting to regain Ireland(s captivity. John agreed that it was a potential consideration and stated that even with Collins to deal with the Brits, the final resolution was uncertain for the new Free State and the dream of the Republic was still just that. 

Pat hoped that the reprisal violence that had plagued some of the counties to the east after the four corners fight in Dublin would spare them, now that most of the fighting was finally over. John nodded gravely. 

Pat took his hand and looking into his eyes earnestly, said (I trust you(ll let me know if you hear any word of danger and the complicity of any of our friends. My services may be needed if anyone takes their feelings beyond the Pub”. 

John, inwardly telling himself that Pat could have no knowledge of the plan replied (you can be assured of that, Pat. It may be hard to accept the idea of any of us still connected to the Crown, but the time for bloodshed should end.”  He shook Pat(s hand and then he hurried down the stairs on the pretense of helping with dinner preparations. 

Pat stood on the landing and watched him depart. He shook his head slowly thinking ( dinner preparations? Pat began to understand Claire(s concerns.
John had never found any welcome in the kitchen as long as he had run the Inn, as Claire used to remark (he(s not sure which end of the ladle holds the soup”. John clearly had been a little uncomfortable with Pat(s questions. 

Pat further wondered how he could find out if anything specific was in the works and whether John was involved in it. He knew that he could not press the subject with John and didn(t want to upset Kate with questions. He suddenly though he might have an idea and returning to the room, told Maeve he had a few loose ends at the office which would need his attention after dinner. 

She looked up darkly (  a little upset until he said it would only take an hour or so. (Don(t worry, wife! I(d never lose a moment with you that I couldn’t take back later!”  

He smiled warmly at her and she relented, reaching out to take his hands. He pulled her up out of her chair, saying (It(s only an hour before dinner ( let(s take a short walk to get some fresh air.” She agreed that it sounded like a good idea and asked their oldest to look after the rest of the children for a few minutes. 

Brendan agreed, slowly as the idea of being boss appealed to him and after putting on her shawl, Maeve added (be sure to see aunty Kate if there is any problem” Then to the rest of the brood (You(ll all be on your best behavior if you know what(s good for you!”  They all nodded and Brigid giggled. 

They found Kate in the kitchen ( John was of course, nowhere to be found ( and informed her of their plan to take a stroll for a few moments.(You just enjoy the air and leave it to me. I(ll check on them in a few minutes, when I(m finished here, but your Brendan is a good boy and he(ll keep them all in line.”
After they had walked a short distance down the main street and taken a turn towards the church, Pat told Maeve what had been troubling him. 
(I could see it in your eyes ( and since when did you ever want to take a walk before dinner?” She chided him. 

(Since I decided that we(ve got to keep our eyes and ears open for hints of whatever John is involved with. I(m going to take a little time tonight, to make some careful conversation at the new Pub over near the office.” 

When his wife(s eyebrows went up, he added (I(ll be careful. You know me, besides lately it seems like there are a few more strangers around the village than normal, so I(ve had the idea that something was brewing anyway. I won’t be late” 

Maeve looked away from her husband. She knew Claire had been filled with dread lately, as had she and wondered what part they all had to play in the turn of events. As she looked back into Pat(s eyes, she knew she should not worry for his inquiries. He was so widely known and he(d be so careful, that no one ( spy or busybody ( would be the wiser. She hugged her husband and they returned to the Inn, walking arm in arm. 

She wondered if she would have a quiet occasion in the next few days to speak with Claire and her brother about all of this business. Her mind raced ahead, trying to find something secure to fix itself upon and as her feelings of despair began to rise, her thoughts returned to the statue of the Teacher in the ancient Hall. The thought immediately soothed her fear. 

She closed her eyes and remembered that the huge statue held a spear, the butt resting on the ground. It reminded her of strength at rest ( unprovoked by violent deed or evil thought. Unprovoked. The word was a kind of key to her own inner peace and she stopped at the landing, bid Pat good luck with his spy mission before heading up the stairs. He disappeared into the shadows of the courtyard.
Chapter Thirteen
At The Harp & Hound, the newest Pub in Ballyfiggin, the spirits were running lower than the usual. The room seemed wrapped in a humorless, somber mood, like a damp blanket. Pat walked into the main room, noticing that the small alcove near the door where the owner often relaxed at the table was empty. 

A heavy, mahogany bar dominated the main taproom. Glistening brass taps and porcelain handles caught the light but their reflections were still this evening. Pat sat at the nearest low table and nodded to the barmaid, Charlotte, whom he had met on the occasion of a pint or two since she and James, her husband had opened for business. Pat(s small, new office was located just two doors down the street and upstairs, so he usually visited the Harp & Hound when he was working, for lunch, if they were serving the roast beef. That made him one of their (regulars”, a fact that he hoped would help him gather information without suspicion. 

He glanced around the room, noticing a few new faces in the back, near the empty fireplace. The others he recognized were occupied in conversation in hushed tones, or sullenly staring at the bar surface or into their pint glasses. 

When Charlotte came over to take his order and greet him for the evening, he explained that he had some late work and thought a quick pint might settle his nerves. She laughed and replied that at least it wouldn’t hurt. He then mentioned the sullen mood in the room and asked if there had been bad news (None that I(m aware of”, then pausing, remarked (O”Flaherty(s late with the delivery of Summer Sausages, maybe that(s what ails the room” as she swung away towards the bar. 

He looked around thinking that the lack of a sausage or two could not possible sink the room into such a sad state, when the front door suddenly opened, as a solid man with a small keg over his shoulder strode through the room and up to the bar.
(This is half of it!” O(Flaherty exclaimed, obviously having exerted himself in the telling (I(ll have the rest to you tomorrow morning ( it(s been a hardship keeping up with the orders this year, but I shouldn’t complain. I(m just glad everyone seems to like the new recipe!” 

Charlotte replied (Well, then I(m sure payment can wait until the whole order is here on the bar”, raising an eyebrow for effect.
O(Flaherty, Pat noticed, seemed a little put-off by her comment, but nodded and bade her good night gruffly as he turned to leave. Just as he got to the door, he seemed to notice the three men on the back wall and walked over to join them. 

Their conversation suddenly stopped and one of them actually saluted. The one who saluted got a clap on his back from the butcher, who sat at the nearest stool, his back to Pat. 

The conversation started again, but Pat didn(t want to be seen too interested, so he gazed into his pint glass and listened to as much as he could. The words were muffled and spare, but it seemed like the three were giving factual reports to the butcher. 

Each, in his turn, spoke for a few seconds, before the next spoke, in order. The only words he heard were (Friday” and (cart” ( everything else was drowned out by the suddenly happy noises coming from the bar as the keg of sausages was opened and its contents sold in multiples to the regulars suddenly standing two deep! 

 Pat was amazed ( it had been the lack of pickled Summer Sausages after all. The butcher had risen and was taking his leaving, shaking a few more hands in the room ( slick with sausage grease ( and thanking his appreciative fans for their approving comments. 

The butcher had left the Pub before Pat had noticed that the three men had also quietly left, without any comment or trace. For a chance meeting, Pat thought, it all seemed a little too organized and when Charlotte came by his table again, asked her about the sausages. 

(They(ve been selling as fast as we can get them since he brought the first ones in last week. I hate to say it, we could probably charge twice what we do and still sell them ( he(s got a great recipe ( says it was his mother(s old mixture, from up near Castlebar, I think. Anyway, as long as he keeps them coming, we(ll keep the customers happy.” 
Pat then inquired off-handedly, about the three men who had left (I didn(t have a chance to speak to them ( they seemed like strangers to me. Travelers?” 

Charlotte turned to where they had been sitting, then back to Pat (That(s odd ( they left their payment on the table and left without saying goodbye. They surely seemed friendly, here on business and all, so they said. Another pint?” 

Pat replied (One more ( oh and one of those miraculous sausages, if any are left ( I didn(t have time to take my dinner.”
As Charlotte drew his pint and pulled a sausage out of the keg with her tongs, Pat wondered about the three travelers on business ( they sure seemed to know the butcher at least ( really well, he judged from the familiarity on their faces when O(Flaherty sat down with them. He mulled over the two words he had overheard: Friday and cart ( maybe it had to do with the meat business after all, who knew, maybe a delivery. 

Still, it had been so hushed and so furtive, it didn(t seem like regular business at all. To Pat, it seemed vaguely (military”. Charlotte came back with his pint and the sausage on a small plate with mustard and a knife and fork. As he paid her, she asked (your wife and children all doing well ( they(re up at the farm in Mayo aren’t they?” 

He thanked her and replied that everyone was healthy and happy ( he wished he could be home every night, but had been so busy it was hard to make the trip daily. She nodded and he asked how her family was doing, now that the Pub seemed to be a success. 

Her husband was out sick today, she said, but he(d be back behind the bar tomorrow if she had anything to say about it.
Pat smiled while thinking how strange it was in a small village ( everyone knew everyone else(s business. He was planning his next step when he bit into the sausage and all thought deserted him in an incredible burst of smoky, garlic pork flavor. 

Amazing, he thought, all the fuss was worth it ( O(Flaherty knows his business and wondered if they would have these at the Inn. He(d have to order them for dinner if he could get back in time. He finished up and left wishing Charlotte and her ailing husband his best until he returned. 

The sun was fully down now and darkness had settled in among the buildings and small houses. The sound of a cart with a team of horses spilled over from one street over and a couple of dogs began barking, but it was quiet already ( small towns turn in early he reminded himself.
Walking back through the narrow streets and down a side lane, his mind kept suspiciously circling the suggested connection with the butcher ( whom everyone in town apparently knew well, or at least did some business. How could anything involving secrets and planning be taking place right under everyone(s noses?

 A small grey cat scooted across his path, having just fled from under a garden gate set close by the lane. It took no notice of him, despite having run across his feet as it darted between two adjoining buildings. 

He stepped out of the lane and turned down the main street, seeing the Inn(s sign silhouetted in the darkness, barely lit by the two carriage lamps John kept burning overnight on either side of the front door. His footsteps echoed along the cobblestones as the moon began to send it(s loom over the tops of the chimneys. As he drew closer to the Inn, the sounds of laughter and music ( at least one fiddle — began to swell into the night air. 

****
Maeve and the children were quietly reading in their room as he opened the door and stepped inside. Maeve rose to take his coat and gave his shoulder a squeeze as she helped him remove it. The children rose, too and Liam asked (We(ve been quiet for a whole hour now, can we finally eat some dinner?” Tugging on Pat(s trouser leg. 

Pat laughed and asked if they had washed their hands and faces yet, which resulted in a mad dash for the washstand and a struggle over the basin and pitcher that Maeve had to step in to establish order. 

Little Brigid had missed her Da and put up her arms to be lifted and hugged. Pat was only too glad to rid his mind of the morbid thoughts which had followed him back from the Harp & Hound. He lifted her up until she giggled and her hair touched the ceiling. A big hug followed and then two other freshly scrubbed faces were clamoring for his attention, each with an account of the pictures they had been reading about in their new books ( simultaneously!  

Pat could only turn his head from face to face, nod and smile at each one in turn ( their faces expressing such grave dedication to their stories, that finally he had to laugh, admitting (I have not understood a single word either of you have just told me ( PLEASE, one at a time!”  

After a few doses of Maeve(s expert help in getting their ears thoroughly washed, all were scrubbed and ready for the dining room. Pat mentioned that there seemed to be a party in progress in the dining room, but Maeve told him not to worry; Kate had reserved an alcove table for them along the back wall where it would be quieter. 

He replied (yes, but quieter for whom? The party guests or us?”  

She shook her head and in a few minutes time, they were all seated snugly around the alcove table while the fiddler tuned up for a jig ( he had announced the name of the jig, but that information had been drowned out by a sudden burst of happy laughter from the wedding party. Pat turned his attention over to the long table which had been set for a group of twelve or so. His eyes just caught the movement of a table of guests getting up to leave ( three men and one of them he recognized from the Harp & Hound. 

Pat(s eyes followed the man as he left his cohorts in the shadows near the front door and walked over to the front desk, where he motioned for John to come out and have a word. John walked down the back hallway with the fellow, then came back alone, looking around the room before going back behind the desk.
Just then, their serving girl approached Pat to get their dinner order ( (Yes,” she said, (we have the new summer sausages. We serve them with cabbage and potato mash ( how many here?” 

Pat ordered for Maeve and the children, then added his order making it sausages all around, until Maeve suggested that the children split their orders ( she was not looking forward to the kind of less-than-restful night that a plate of sausages could provide and asked that some plain soda water would also be a good idea. 

Pat nodded quickly in agreement, barely able to wait for his sausages to arrive, his mouth already moist with longing. After the server left, Pat said (You worry that the children won(t be able to finish their sausages?” 

She replied sharply (I know that they won(t and don(t want you eating yours and half of theirs in addition!  We have to share the same bed, or have you forgotten?” 

He blushed ( then looked down as Liam added (Da? Don(t you remember the last time you ate all the sausages last summer? The whole room smelled all night long!” 

Maeve immediately reached across the table and rapped him smartly with two fingers on his head (Hush! Don(t embarrass your father” 

Pat could only shrug in admission ( it was a weakness of his. The rest of the children stifled their laughter, but Brigid giggled away ( she might not know what any of that meant, but she was not someone to miss out on a good joke.
The dinner passed without further incident or embarrassment and as Pat was rising to leave the table ( the children and Maeve had anxiously cleared out minutes before. He bent down to pick up the napkin that had fallen from his lap, when he caught sight of Claire, the twins (racing) and Paddy rounding the corner inside near the front desk. 

He almost shouted, then remembered he wasn(t alone in the dining room and waved furiously. (Slow down you two”, Claire called, breathlessly as she closed the door they had left ajar.
Paddy had already reached the desk, run behind it and was putting his hands through his grandfathers pockets. John laughed as Paddy pulled out a new rabbit(s foot charm on a leather strap.(Can I keep it Papa?” he asked and as John nodded, he asked Sean, looking a little disappointed (Don(t you want to see if your brother left anything?”  
Sean jumped and in seconds had found the other rabbit(s foot that had been hidden in an inside vest pocket. (That one was a little harder to find, wasn(t it?” asked John as he tousled the curly dark hair. 

(It was!” said Sean, (but it(s a beauty” He held it up in the light, looking closely at the little claws still left in the ends of the dried toes. He wrinkled up his nose a bit, then said (Thanks Papa!” He ran off to join his brother climbing the stairs. 

Claire, carrying Meggie, sleeping, deadweight in her arms, said (you never forget, do you?” Her father smiled broadly and spread out his arms for a hug. 

Kate winked at her husband then said to Claire (you(d be surprised, at just how much your father remembers!”, adding (it(s good to have you all here!”  

Finn finally, came up the hall from the back loading dock, carrying the luggage ( he seemed to have a light step and John asked why the luggage was so light this trip. 

Finn replied (for all the many things we(ll be bringing home, of course, Da” and put them down in front of the desk. John stepped up to shake his hand and took one of the valises, shepherding them up the stairs to their usual room. A full house, indeed he thought to himself ( where would he be without Kate.
The O(Deirgs were making their greetings and shaking hands with John as Pat approached with a big grin. Finn exclaimed (why, it(s the missing brother!” 

Pat hugged them both, then said (Don(t wait for dinner ( get a table right away while the new sausages hold out ( they(re absolutely first rate!” 

Finn nodded, looking longingly at the dining room. Claire filled Pat in on the memorable features of the trip and the children ran behind the counter and desk to find Aunty Kate, who finally came out of the office with one of the twins pulling each of her hands. Paddy followed her out of the office and was groping through Uncle John(s vest pockets as Finn clapped Pat on the shoulder and asked if he could give him a few minutes once they were situated. 

Pat nodded and turned to find Maeve on his elbow, her brother reaching through his arm to pat her on the arm and tell her the trip went smoothly.
After the traffic thinned out, Pat approached John and gave him the dinner check, which he asked to be put upon his standing account. John nodded and asked how the meal was. Pat replied that he thought the sausages were the best he(d ever tasted. John then mentioned that their butcher, O(Flaherty, had a recipe from his old mother, back in Castlebar, that he was sworn to secrecy to protect.
He added (however he came by it, they are selling as fast as he can deliver them”. 
Pat mentioned that he had been at the Pub near his office when someone delivered a keg of sausages and the whole place lit up like it was Christmas Eve. He then asked John if there had been any news from the family from America ( he was anxious to meet them all. 

John shook his head, replying that he believed that they would be in tomorrow or...Friday. Pat noticed that John had paused, looking down at his empty desk. Pat said nothing, but went on to ask about business, inquiring whether they had a full house yet, to which John responded (Overfull!  When the Yanks get here, it will be double up or nothing!” 

 Pat circled back in remarking (Friday, ehh? I thought they were getting in Saturday.” John muttered (No, it(ll probably be Friday after all, the roads look pretty good.” and turned back towards the empty place on the desk. Pat took his leave, heading after the family, upstairs and thinking that John seemed preoccupied with Friday for some reason. He was now anxious to speak with Finn.
He checked in with Maeve and then left to find the O(Deirgs ( in their usual room, at the back. After greeting everyone again and giving kisses to both twins ( Paddy looked aghast as he bent his face near his, but he was only fooling him ( he patted his tousled head instead, much to Paddy(s relief. 

Finn nodded towards the Hall and they were about to leave, when Claire rose and asked Paddy to look after the twins for a few minutes and joined them in the Hallway. 

Claire spoke first (We need to speak about something that(s been troubling me, but we can(t do it here. She motioned to the end of the Hall, where a windowed door led out upon the flat roof over the kitchen.
 Finn remembered this spot warmly ( he and Claire had spent quite a few moonlit evenings outside, beyond that doorway. It was a good spot if you didn(t want to be seen or heard and Claire had relayed an unmistakable message in her choice of meeting spots. 

The door got little use and was hard to open, but it creaked and swung out upon the landing. The two rooms at the end were dark, which was also a good sign. Claire was first through the door and led them to the darkened corner she and Finn had shared those many years ago. She looked around, then spoke.
(Pat, I asked Finn to speak with you before and I wanted to ask your help. I(ve been troubled, for well over a month, by concerns that my father may be deeply involved in some military group ( or secret political organization. He had a history, which you do not know, engaging in skirmishes with the Republican Army Volunteers, before the war and now, with things becoming ugly again, I(m worried about reprisals or ...vengeance over the deaths of all those good men.” She paused, her eyes tearing as she dabbed with her handkerchief. 

Finn put his arm around her and listened. As she expressed the key reasons for her concern, she became too emotional to continue, so Finn picked up the thread, and went on (Pat, you know how Claire(s dreams affect her and I(m concerned myself. You know how I feel about John ( he(s like my own father, rest his soul and I could never abide anything happening to him. Have you heard anything at all since your arrival?”  He added (Even the smallest bit of news might lead us towards whatever is brewing”. 

Pat took a deep breath and wondered what he should tell them ( he spoke quietly (Maeve has also been losing sleep lately ( she seems to be troubled, too. She has been unable to describe it exactly, but she senses a terrible threat to our family, coming soon.” He paused, then added (I don(t know if John is involved or not, but I(ve been asking a little and listening a lot and there is something definitely in the works here. It seems to involve a few strangers, probably the local butcher O(Flaherty...and something planned for Friday is part of it. Or maybe not ( I only got tiny bits of conversation”  

He waited for response from his friends, then went on, describing the incident in the Pub, then, John(s behavior at the desk, quickly adding (He might simply be concerned about the full house ( making room for last minute arrivals, you know.”
Claire looked up, her eyes blazing (That(s not it at all. He is up to something, just as I thought!”  (What else do you know of this O(Flaherty?  Friday as well? Why would anyone pick a Friday, that(s just unlucky?” 

Pat told her that he had heard the butcher had been well-regarded for some time, having come from Castlebar originally. He mentioned that he had a legal contact there that he was going to contact to get some background information on O(Flaherty, but there was no time left before Friday ( two days to get there and back. 

He asked if Claire could speak with some of her childhood friends to get some more information and she nodded slowly, as if a light had gone off in her mind. (I know just the busybodies to listen to” Claire replied and thanked Pat for all his help and counsel. 

He smiled as Finn put a hand on his shoulder. 

Pat said,(We’re family, you know ( it(s nothing I had to work too hard at, being of a legal mind and all”. 

Finn reminded them of his business contacts in town, any of whom may be able to add some detail. He concluded (The main thing is, we(ve got to try to corner John on Friday, if at all possible keeping him tied up with ( who knows what ( all day long!” Claire hugged her husband and smiled broadly. She then remembered she needed to speak with Kate and quickly took her leave, leaving the two men on the roof.
Chapter Fourteen
(Bring down those new kegs, I(m up to my elbows in sausage casings!”
O(Flaherty shouted up to his son, Michael, who was struggling on their loading dock with a hand truck and six new oak kegs. He began dropping the heavy truck down the stairs, step by step, making a jolting stop on each one. 

Thump! Thump! Thump! Each step was a blessed relief. The boy could hardly maneuver the weight of the kegs, let alone the truck, too. Finally he reached the basement floor, where his father, literally up to his shirt sleeves in wet casings, motioned with his chin for the kegs to be stacked next to the work table. 

(Go on up and bring down the next load” he barked as he wiped his hands and arms on a fresh towel and began loading the casing from the sausage mill. The air was moist and heavy with the smell of pork and garlic, rosemary and celery. O(Flaherty was justifiably proud of this season(s sausages ( he owed it all to the garlic bed he(d put in four years before and to the final, very costly ingredient, which he used very sparingly in the mix ( white truffle. 

His mother had always kept a little of the fungus on hand when the time came for sausages and he was grateful for her recipe. But, he thought to himself, the garlic is especially pungent this year and it made all the difference. 

He filled three full casings quickly and as his son came thumping down the stairs, loaded three more onto the table for filling. As Michael stacked up the last six kegs, he told him to ready the ties from the pot on the nearby stove. Washing his hands, his son lifted the ties out on tongs, laying them on the work table, then double wrapping the swelling casings, every seven inches and finishing each with a constrictor knot, the casings began to resemble the sausages that every Inn, Pub and dining table in Ballyfiggin was clamoring for. 

At the far end of the room, a large brick fireplace took up most of the wall, with a walk-in hearth of wear-polished stone. On each side hinged, iron doors were set into the stone walls so that the entire fireplace could be closed up from the room. Inside, a wide, smoky fire was burning slowly and nearby, neat rows of apple wood cut for this fire lay ready. 

As Michael tied off the last casing, O(Flaherty began laying the completed cumbersome strings of sausages over 3 steel racks awaiting them in the top of the gaping fireplace. When the racks were fully loaded ( they held 12 to 16, eight foot strings each, he added more wood to the fire and closed down the damper slightly. The smoke billowed, but the iron doors swung shut and the room grew only a bit smokier. O(Flaherty didn(t seem to notice the smoke at all and began loading more casings as his son sneezed and wiped his smarting eyes on his sleeve. 

(That(s the whole load, Da!” he proudly exclaimed, exhausted. 

It was Thursday afternoon and already, O(Flaherty had given a heavy, brown paper wrapped parcel to the postman ( for tomorrow night. Everything else was ready, if Mills was able to come up with the old cart, or old Tunney, if Mills came up empty. 

The plan had called for a load of burning crankcase oil do be run into the front of the barracks building to cover their activities at the rear of the structure. He knew he(d be lighting several candles tonight to bring them all through safely. 

He smacked his son affectionately on the shoulders (Go on then, you layabout! Go clean up for dinner and church.” Michael dashed up the stairs as he began filling another casing. His thoughts turned to his lieutenant Mallory ( his right hand and arm ( and hoped that he would not have any more trouble like the last. 

There had been, a few months before, over in Eastern Galway, an aborted action against a barracks of Free State Provisionals. Mallory, trusted to handle the ordinance, had been unable to secure a motor car. He’d driven a load of gunpowder and shell casings over the road at night in the rain, in a carriage!  He had rightly taken the chance, but the munitions were soaked by the time he reached the meeting point. 

The group had decided to abandon the action and had each gone home a different way. Mallory drove the carriage back to Ballyfiggin, arriving the next morning and had quickly loaded the wet ordinance into O(Flaherty(s basement under cover of fog. Luck had been running with them that night and following morning, but it couldn’t hold on forever and they still needed a location ( remote and secret ( to store the ammunition and the weapons. He tamped down the last of the mix and began to tie off the casing. 

No location was available to them despite a great deal of discrete inquiry and he was worried about keeping the materials under his family(s roof. None of the family was aware of the contents of half of the barrels and kegs in the basement and in the storeroom, but he wondered how long his wife would believe that their packing supplies would last.
He knew a location must be found, or they might have to abandon their active partisan fight against the damnable Treaty. The dream of a united, free Ireland was again flying away like smoke on a windy day. He held no faith that the Provisional Free State Government would ever force the issue of the Northern Counties with Britain. He believed, as his father believed when he was still a whole man, that unless all the Provinces were united, no Irishman would ever be a free, proud citizen of the world and not chattel of some foreign landlord or king. 

He saw his country split now, brothers and former comrades shooting each other down ( the way the British maneuvered them all sickened him and made him heart sore, but he knew he must fight on if there was ever to be a Republic. It was all he knew besides cutting meat and making sausage. The hard work eased him considerably.
O(Flaherty carried the string of sausage to the fireplace, unlatching the iron doors with one hand while draping the string over the other. Then, as the smoke rushed into the room, he laid the remaining string deftly over the rack and closed the door in one fluid motion. His calloused hand turned the hot iron handle with no apparent harm. 

As the smoke cleared a bit, he sneezed and removed his apron, wiping off his hands and brow. He loaded the pot that had held the ties into the huge copper bowl that had held the mix and began to disassemble the sausage mill for cleaning. The clean-up, he learned when he was still a boy, was a good time to let his thoughts wander ( he could relax and let the day(s stresses fall away while he scrubbed and buffed. He ran some water and soap flakes into the cleanup sink, then lifting a heavy kettle off the small stove, filled the sink with steaming suds. Spotless, he reminded himself, it must all be spotlessly clean.
Chapter Fifteen
(I(m sorry.” Claire told Kate again, holding her close (I should have told you about all this business years ago ( HE should have told you!” 
Claire had taken a few free minutes to speak to Kate of her concerns and now, Kate, with her analytical mind, was putting two and two together. It was Wednesday and they were alone.
(He hasn(t been himself the past few months ( he forgets important orders, spends a lot of time with the butcher ( she sniffed (now it all leads to more of the patriotic Republican foolishness! He(s too old for this ( leave it to the younger men if it has to be done at all! All Ireland wants is to be able to have our lives back, not more blood on our hands” Kate wiped the tears from her cheeks and stood. 

She walked quietly to the office door and peered out, making sure that John was still working out in front ( painting the sign letters ( she saw him through the front windows, still up the ladder. Satisfied, she closed the door and gave her step daughter a squeeze, then getting to business, straightened her apron and said (Well, we(ve got to find the guns ( there(s no way around that. I(ll settle the score with him later.” 

Claire nodded and mentioned that he always had kept them in a wooden box with brass strapping. She remembered how he proudly showed them off when he returned from his service in Africa ( (They were a gift from his commanding officer, or someone he had done something for and he liked to keep them cleaned and shiny” Claire added (They must be somewhere nearby, maybe even in here.” 

(Of course they(re in here” Kate replied (I know every other square inch of the Inn, but his office was not part of the work when we added to the kitchen, so I always respected his things and left it alone.” 

The two of them began moving books, searching under the rugs and within ten minutes time, had opened the false panel under the desk and retrieved the heavy box. Kate lifted the two guns out of the box, then she closed it again, storing it back in its previously secret location. She put one in her apron and gave the other to Claire, saying (Do what you will with this. I know he must prize them, but I don(t care if you throw it into the nearest lough! That part of his life is over and finished and I(ll teach him about keeping secrets from me.”  

Claire laid her hand on Kate(s shoulder and said (we both love him so much ( God will protect him”.She then told Kate there was a place where they should go, the following morning, very early, just as the sun rose. She said that she would give the gun to Finn and he would know what to do with it.
Kate then gave the other to Claire as well, trusting Finn to know what to do and the two conspirators began planning for a hasty early departure from the Inn before the sun had risen the next day.
Thursday, the earliest morning light found the two creeping along a back alley way, wrapped in their shawls. The sun would be up, through a light cloud cover, in about a half hour, or so Claire had calculated. They would just have enough time to reach the spot. 

Kate was amazed that she had never heard of this Holy well. She had spent her adulthood in Ballyfiggin and had asked Claire how she had known about it. (It(s a long story, from my childhood. My husband(s mother was a healer ( did you know?”  
Claire continued as they walked (...she spent time with the children whenever they came to town and once, when my own mother first became ill, she brought me to the spot we’re heading to.” 
Reaching down to touch the stone wall next to them, she added,” …she had a bundle of herbs and strips of linen cloth and when we found the spring, behind some heavy thorn bushes, beneath a large boulder, well hidden from the road, she taught me how to make a prayer for my mother(s recovery.”  

The two women soon found the small gap in the wall along the road and slipped through. A faint trace wending its way down the hill, between rock outcroppings and bushes could be followed if they were careful, said Claire.
Kate stumbled on the rough stones in the path twice, Claire catching her before she fell. She brushed the dirt off her knees and they continued, finally spotting the thorn thicket from above and with Claire leading the way along the path as it ran down through the bushes, they both soon stepped out upon a large, flat rock overhanging a deep, dark pool of water, completely surrounded by thorn bushes on all sides. 

Directly behind the pool, growing from a cleft in the rocks was a large, heavy branched ash tree with many clumps of mistletoe just visible in it(s uppermost branches. Songbird voices blended in the ancient harmonies they(d sung over this spring for ages. 

Kate drew in her breath as she noticed many strips of white and red cloth fluttering in the light breeze above the pool. Some, she noticed were so old, they barely were even there at all while others looked as though they(d been hung in the ash(s branches only hours before. It was clear that this (Sacred well” was visited regularly and as she asked Claire, she further discovered that many of her devout Ballyfiggin neighbors quietly paid their respects here, to the old ways, too. 

They sat, silently for some time near the water(s edge and peered into it(s dark depths. No living thing stirred within and Kate found herself drawn to dip her hand into it. (Whoooo!” she exclaimed, pulling her wet hand out of the pool.(That(s cold as ice!” 

Claire nodded and mentioned that the water was too cold for even fish. (When Finn(s mother first showed it to me, she brought out a small dipper that she said a quiet prayer of thanks over, then dipped out a cupful, which she offered me to drink. I was a really hot day, as I remember, but it was so cold it put my teeth to chatter!” 

Claire quickly added (She said it(s waters were blessed with a miraculous healing quality ( she had me fetch it for my own mother while she lay ill and I really believe it extended her life for at least two years.”  Claire continued as Kate listened carefully. She was in awe that something as wonderful and powerful as this place could exist in the modern world and not become defiled. 

(That(s why I visit and why others visit here, too.” said Claire, (We ask the spirit of the well to bless us and our loved ones and we keep it clean...and safe. I believe truly, that prayers I give to the heavens at this spot are answered first.”  

Claire told Kate to speak sincerely to God and she would hang the strips of linen she had brought with her, adding (they(ll carry the prayers much faster”. 

Kate bowed her head reverently and putting her hands together, kneeled above the pool and asked that her husband be spared from hurt or death in his undertakings and that God would look with kindness on those she loved.(and on all Ireland, of course; that she and her people know peace in our lifetimes, Bless us all, in the name of the father, the son and the holy ghost.” She prayed and crossed herself three times, then pulling a rosary from her pocket, she began to recount the long prayers.
Claire finished tying up the red ribbons to the twigs of the blessed ash tree as it(s bright leaves began to dance on a soft breeze in the brightening morning light. A heavy mist began to swirl about them and Claire stepped back onto the rock. She turned to face the ash tree, bowed her head and turning the palms of her hands up and out, spoke a short prayer (You ancient spirits, we thank you and hold your memory close to our hearts, for all time, until the world shall again revere and trust your help and kindness. Amen” 

Turning towards Kate, she again bowed her head and asked the spirits to help and bless the family of the woman she had brought to them, announcing (Kate Sullivan”. 
She finished and stepped back to the edge of the rock, then motioned Kate to follow her (Don(t look back” she cautioned Kate, until we(re past the thorn bushes” and they quietly entered the path through the rising mist until they were out on the open pasture. 

The sun had risen and was sending it(s warming rays below the clouds. Kate noticed that, the mist was nowhere to be seen on the pasture ( its grasses were dry and even looking back, no fog or mist was seen near the thorn thicket. Then she drew in her breath as she noticed that the huge, ancient ash tree was also not visible above the thorn bushes.
When she mentioned this with some alarm, Claire only nodded, then said (Some things, Finn(s mother told me, are here ...and there...at the same time. That pool and the tree above it are hidden from most eyes. Not just anyone stumbling around this pasture would even be able to get through the thorn bushes without being pierced and torn, let alone see the pool itself!” 

She laughed and Kate, now trembling slightly, held her arm as they climbed out of the pasture and back through the wall onto the lane. (Don(t worry” Claire told her (I(m not a witch or anything. Finn(s mother always said that just because you might not understand something or see it fully, doesn’t mean it(s magic, or weird. Many things are just ...here ...and there at the same time and it can be confusing until you(re used to them.” 

She squeezed Kate(s hand and they spoke no more, entering the Inn quietly as the kitchen staff began rattling the pans in their big cupboards to prepare the breakfast meal.
From their apartment, behind the kitchen, next to the office, John stirred in his sleep. The smell of bacon on the griddle began to fill his nostrils and he finally could fight awaking no longer. He stirred again, and then his eyes fluttered open as his wife pulled the covers back over her shoulder. He reached out and touched her ( to make sure she was there, after all, then swung his feet out from under the covers and sat up. 

The morning light drifted through the shutters illuminating the darkened room. Thursday morning ( he thought to himself ( a busy day for us all, then got out of bed, put on his dressing gown and went through the doorway on his way to the kitchen for two cups of tea with milk ( he would bring them back to bed as he had for many years now. 

He returned and noticed that Kate was still sleeping, so he sat at the small table near the window and drank his morning tea, putting the saucer over her cup to keep it warm. In a few minutes, the smell of the tea seemed to rouse her and she yawned, stretched and joined him at the table. Good morning husband.” she said (It(s a busy day today we have ahead of us.”  

He nodded and asked her how she slept, mentioning that it seemed she had risen before the sun. (I only had to make my water” she replied, truthfully (then I curled right back up and slept until the tea woke me.” She hoped her small omission sounded as unconcerned and matter-of-fact as she tried to make it sound. He only smiled and nodded and sipped his tea.
Two hours later, he had finished his breakfast, spoken to a server who had been treated rudely by a table of guests and finished writing up the provision and meat orders for the weekend. Kate had returned to the kitchen to begin getting the midday menu ready with the chief cook, Sara, a stern faced woman of ample height and girth. 

(Beggin( your pardon Mrs. Sullivan”, she continued, (John will have to make sure the meat deliveries are timed better. We have had several close calls, the past few days. It(s probably that O(Flaherty ( he has quite a few customers ( everybody knows that because he(s always remindin( us ( but we can(t keep waiting dinners for beef or sausages to show up.” 

She crossed her arms and waited for Kate to signal that this annoyance would be dealt with. Kate nodded and replied (You have every right to be annoyed ( I will speak to John again and also with O(Flaherty the next time he makes delivery. Don(t let him get away without hearing me.” The last comment, spoken with a tone of finality that made the cook grin from ear to ear, learning now that she was going to have a part in O(Flaherty(s long-overdue comeuppance. Indeed, as the day unwound, it would begin to peel away the layers of events that would indeed, lead up to O(Flaherty(s comeuppance.
Chapter Sixteen




All of the Quinns and all of the O(Deirgs had crowded near the front windows of the Inn. The morning market shopping had gone very well, both families now fully provisioned and fully spent. Linens, blankets, five new bed pillows, towels ...the mound of new purchases filled the side alcove in the O(Deirg(s room alone. 

The Quinns were no better off. (Prices were better than they should have been, with the fighting and all,” said Maeve. Claire took no notice at all, as she was fully engaged in the excitement of the arrival of the Americans. 
(The flour and salt must have been old and the bacon! How could he sell us that many whole sides for that pittance without having put a trick over on us? And those sheets? They must have been used before, or made of poor fabric... “ 

Maeve went on with more of the same until Pat whispered in her ear that she should quiet down and enjoy the money left in her purse. She smiled, as Liam shouted (They(re here! They(re here” 
Soon Brendan and Sean were both chiming in and the entire young side of both families began chanting (America! America!”
With a rush of excitement, the front door opened and a tall, dark-eyed Irishman loaded down with valises and carpet bags pushed through the crowd as he stepped up to the front desk. He looked around the room and noticing Finn, staring at him. Then realizing that all of the crowd of adults and children at the front door were staring at him as well, he began to smile broadly.(Franklin Derrick!” he announced to the room at large with a booming voice. 

Finn strode forward with his hand extended to his cousin, who grasped it and began pumping on it ( up and down ( exclaiming (cousin Finn! Cousin Finn!” Both men wore gleaming smiles as a handsome, dark red-haired woman and three young girls, all with red or blonde hair quietly entered the Inn. 

Cousin Franklin, seeing them over Finn(s shoulder, motioned for them to come up to him and in his big voice began the round of introductions which took almost five full minutes, as the handshakes, hugs and kisses went around the large circle several times. (Cora, my wife and our three daughters, Cora, Anne and Claire” was repeated until Cousin Franklin began to get hoarse, then it was taken up by Finn, who was beaming like a new father.
Claire immediately, upon hearing the name of the youngest cousin, stepped up to her with a laugh and spread her arms wide while announcing (I(m your cousin Claire, Claire! And here is your other cousin Claire”, pulling the somewhat reluctant Claire Q over to join their small circle. Soon, the shy little American girl was giggling as Claire O. began her round of introductions, beginning with her father who by this time, had actually began to laugh at the commotion in front of the desk.
(John Sullivan, proprietor and my father ...and his wife Kate Sullivan, I(m proud to introduce...” she began to falter trying to remember the names, as Cousin Franklin stepped up and extending his hand completed the introduction of his family, adding (you have a beautiful daughter and wonderful grandchildren ( you must be proud of them.” 

This was just what John loved to hear and he now had taken stock of the American with most favorable results.(I(m glad to finally see the American side of the O(Deirgs. I(m sad to say, we had all given up on your family ever returning home.”
Home, how odd, thought Cousin Franklin to himself, as his eyes fell across the happy faces of total strangers whom he realized, he already felt as if he was a part of their family. He put his arm around his wife who was showing the signs of happy bewilderment amid the flutterings and pressings of all the new relatives. 

She looked up at Franklin and said (you told me the family was very small! I wonder what a big family looks like here!”  He squeezed her and began to let his eyes take in the details around them. 

The Inn was spotlessly clean, heavy wood polished to a soft shine, wooden floors well-worn, but waxed to a fare-thee-well. The proprietor and his wife were sturdy, attractive older folks, dressed in what he assumed was the style of prosperous Irish country folks. His new cousins, Finn and Maeve were arresting to look at with their piercing eyes and their easy going manner set all concerns aside. Pat and Claire ( obviously a popular name in this family ( seemed wonderful and the children already had struck up friendships. 

He had worried about his girls( reaction to the speech and rough manners of Irish country people, at least those he had read about, but found the girls were accepted warmly, despite their slightly shy air. He and Cora had warned them not to act snobbish or speak about their home and toys. He had especially explained that the new Irish cousins were not wealthy people and they might not be able to understand their speech right away.
The three girls had been filled with trepidation at the prospect of being so different and having to stay in the homes of people they didn(t understand, but Frank could easily see that despite the heavily accented English, they were making their way with the new cousins, especially the girls. The new male cousins displayed an almost formal reserve around his daughters, which he realized was just proper manners and he looked on approvingly as they mobbed around him, all asking questions at once:

(Was it a big ship?” (Is America green like it is here?”
 (Are there any sheep there?” 

(Do you have a farm?”  

(Do American children have to go to school?”  

(Do you have to fight Indians all the time?” ...his head was beginning to explode as he attempted to patiently answer them all each in order, until Finn and Pat announced (Calm down boys ( there(s plenty of time for all of your questions, but Cousin Franklin and his family are tired. They have come a great long way and must be given some time to rest and collect themselves.”  

Finn and Pat each moved to gently usher the boys away from the overwhelmed Cousin Franklin. Liam and Paddy nodded gravely and stepped back away from Cousin Franklin, apologizing for being so (excited.” 

Cousin Franklin smiled and thanked them, saying (We(ll answer them all for you and it(s Frank ( they call me Frank in America” 

The boys repeated (Cousin Frank”, backing up as they repeated the name, then turning to their younger brothers, carefully explained to them that Cousin Frank was tired and their questions would have to wait until later. Brendan, jumping up and down to get the new cousin(s attention shouted one last question (Are there any Nuns in your Church in America?” 

Despite the prodding of his older brother, Brendan stood defiantly rooted to his spot until Cousin Frank nodded in the affirmative ( answering his important question to his satisfaction. (Thank you Cousin Frankli... Cousin Frank I mean!” He blushed and ran away down the hall.
John helped show the O’Derricks to their rooms, the last available in the Inn. Besides the happiness of finding new family ( properly raised, he could tell ( he had a full house for the next week at least!  After he handed Cousin Frank the key, Frank thanked him for his hospitality, then asked him what he thought was an unusual question (Can you direct me, a little later to a Mr. O(Flaherty?” asked Frank, (I believe he is a local butcher and I have news for him from America”. 

After assuring him that he would be taking his carriage over to the butcher’s later that afternoon for provisions, John again shook Frank(s hand saying (It(s a warm meeting we(ve had today and it(s a blessing to have your family added to ours.”  Frank smiled broadly and thanked him again for his kindness, then turned back into the room as John took his leave. 

John trod back down the stairs wondering for all the world how a long-missing O(Deirg from Scranton, in America would have reason to contact a butcher in a small Irish village a half-world away. It was a puzzling question and one that he would be very interested in discovering an answer for.
Finn and Claire gathered up the children and retired to their room, as did the Quinns. Maeve had agreed to shepherd the entire young flock while Finn and Claire took care of some additional business regarding the coming wool sale and after settling down her brood, came knocking on the O(Deirg(s door soon after they had arrived in the room. 

(I can take them whenever you(re ready to leave.” She offered, then to Claire (Looks like the Claire clan is getting pretty big!” 

Claire nodded proudly, adding (...and they(re all such an attractive clan at that!” Which brought a laugh from her sister-in-law. 

Finn added (I could see my Da in Cousin Franklin ( Cousin Frank”, which Maeve also agreed with, but both were puzzled about Cora(s appearance. She had dark red hair and an Irish name, but her olive-toned skin and slanting eyes seemed odd for anyone of Irish descent. 

Claire thought that maybe Cora’s people might be from Scotland ( some of the Northern Island Scots had a lot of Viking blood, but Finn thoughtfully disagreed, thinking that she almost looked like she carried the blood of the Oriental race. Maeve concluded (Whoever she’s from, she(s our family now and we will love her just the same ( besides, her girls are beautiful and they don(t have swelled heads like some of those American girls we(ve heard about.”
Finn and Claire walked later through the streets on their way to the wool merchant(s office. A new buyer sent inquiries recently, for particularly fine, dark wool. The merchant told the O’Deirgs that he was willing to pay a substantial premium, especially for dark colors. Not to miss an opportunity, Finn and Paddy had purchased a dark ewe and ram and were encouraging them to breed dark lambs. 

The past three years had seen their flock grow to over 130 animals, of which a dozen were now dark or black sheep. Finn had strictly followed his father(s advice about carefully documenting and controlling the bloodlines of his stock and the result had been that their wool was some of the softest and lightest in all of Mayo. 

He and Claire had spoken about beginning to spin their own wool into light yarn, as Claire knew that several of the families in Ballyfiggin, as well as families in Western Mayo and on Achill Island were working at knitting and always preferred a lighter, finer yarn. Claire was certain that in spare time after their chores, the twins could help prepare the wool, besides, she reminded Finn, they love the sheep. 

Finn wondered if a new venture might take away from her being able to tend her garden and she replied that she had found a willing pupil in Claire Q! (She takes to the garden and the ways of the herbs and plants like I did when your mother took the time to show me around the garden. She(s already asked me if she could help and I have promised her a small patch of her own to plant and tend.” 

Finn smiled and replied (Then there is no question! You(ve answered them all,”as they mounted the steps to the wool merchant(s office.
After they spent a half hour discussing the new buyer(s requirements, Claire broached the subject of her idea for a new venture in spinning fine yarn. At first the merchant was cautious; he reminded them that manufacturing ( milling wool into yarn and fabric ( was a difficult business, but unexpectedly, his wife stuck her face into the office through the inside door, to pay her respects to the O(Deirgs.
Overhearing the discussion, she stepped inside and without even hesitating a moment, ventured (It(s a fine plan!” Turning towards her sometimes obstinate husband,(There(s lots of families and wives what like to knit but don(t spin. It(s hard for them to find good yarn.” 

With a tone that overruled her husband(s caution, she added,” Claire should make up some samples, I don(t know maybe in three of four weights and you can help her sell them!”  

The merchant, who initially was going to rebuff his wife(s intrusion, rubbed his chin thoughtfully, then said (You might have something there. We could use another source of revenue (especially off season.”  

He turned to Claire and said (Mrs. O(Deirg, if your husband wouldn’t mind you taking on a partner, I(d be proud to help get your venture started.” His wife winked at Claire with a smirk.
He extended his hand and as she took it, Claire remarked (We will need to speak to Padraig Quinn, first, to work out the details.” She noticed that the ebullience of the wool merchant had faded slightly until she added (I want to make sure that it will be worth your investment”. He and his wife smiled broadly and after concluding their terms for the new wool buyer(s upcoming purchase, Finn and Claire left the office chattering about her plan. She then was reminded of her concerns for her father as they passed the local constabulary with its fluttering tricolor flag. 

Claire spoke to Finn as they passed, about her early morning visit to the Sacred Well with her step mother Kate. He walked along, deep in thought as she concluded and then spoke.(Claire, I agree that we need to invoke all the help we can in protecting our family, but I am my father(s son and you know how concerned I am about our becoming too familiar in the eyes of the world.”  

He then saw his wife(s expression darken and added (Kate is our family and is part of our circle of trust, don(t misunderstand me, I(m just cautious as always and with this new idea blooming. I hardly need to remind you that we have secrets to protect as well.”  Claire replied solemnly, (It(s a heavy burden we bear, husband. Now the circle of those who share the secret grows again. I’ll ask my father how much he told Kate about the Red Gate and I(ll also speak to her again about the need to protect those secrets and the ...secrets...of the well from those who have no reason to know.”  

He took her hand and squeezed it, saying (you didn(t choose this burden lightly, I know. Your heart was pierced by the spirit voices, or whatever they are, much as mine was, much as Maeve(s was. I just sometimes need to remind myself that there(s more to our lives than just sheep and vegetables.”  

They walked hand-in-hand for a time, and then Claire suddenly asked Finn (What do we do about the Cousins?”  

Finn took a moment to reply, seeming to wrestle with the question, finally replying (We must accept them as family, but we must caution Maeve, Pat and all the children that the knowledge of the Red Hall is still to be guarded. I think that if they are to be brought into the knowledge, we will be given a sign, or maybe it will come in a dream, or in a voice, but we should wait until we know for certain.” 

Claire agreed and took on the responsibility of speaking to Maeve and Pat, as well as her father when they returned to the Inn.
Finn smiled and his thoughts drifted back to the little girl he had met the day his mother(s gate had been hung the first time and how Providence had brought them together almost as if it was meant to be from the beginning of time. 

They continued back the rest of the way without speaking aloud, but their hearts held on to the conversation until the Inn sign loomed ahead and they caught a glimpse of John(s carriage leaving the alleyway and turning down the street. Finn also thought that Cousin Frank was sitting next to John and wondered if John was taking him on a local sightseeing trip. 

If that was the case, it would be short trip ( besides the church and the monument to the local sons lost in distant battles, Ballyfiggin had nothing particular to attract visitor(s interest. Suddenly, he remembered the Archaeology Professor from Trinity College and Thomas Fitzgerald and wondered if his own judgment was not as discerning as he lately believed it was. 

Claire also noticed John(s passenger and suddenly, in her heart she knew that it was right to safeguard the secrets they shared.
Chapter Seventeen
John stood behind O(Flaherty(s heavy worktable as the other two men spoke in quiet tones. The revelation that Derrick and O(Flaherty had business had been a shock, but nothing compared to the blinding revelation that Derrick represented a group ( correction: a large group of Irish in America who shared the partisan dream of unifying Ireland though force of arms if necessary. 

It was apparent to John, left for the moment out of the conversation, that the visit to meet the Irish cousins was only part of the reason Franklin Derrick was in Ballyfiggin. From inside his vest, Derrick withdrew a thick, folded envelope, which O(Flaherty took and put into his pocket. 

Their conversation over, both turned to John, their serious demeanor sending the unmistakable message that this discussion, this envelope was not for John to ever divulge. 

O(Flaherty spoke first. 
(John, Derrick here has brought a large sum of funds raised through donations from our American brothers. They are committed to establishing the Republic, as their generosity shows. Our success is also their success, but our failures will stand as ours alone.”  (this was directed to O’Derrick, who noticeably straightened up and barely hid a smile as the words left O(Flaherty(s lips)
John nodded and then said, mostly to Derrick (My part in this has been to keep all mention and news of any activity we may undertake away from my family and my friends not already taking part. I trust you will also keep your part in this, secret from those you will be meeting and from your new family, for their protection as well as the protection of your family.”  Derrick nodded, and then the three men shook hands again, sealing their partnership in the cause. 

Derrick then called for a toast and surprised the two others when he produced a flattened silver flask of whiskey from his inside vest pocket. O(Flaherty found three cups ( one needed washing and John wondered what had been dried inside it ( and into each was poured a small amount of the liquor. As each man held his cup aloft, Derrick proclaimed (A toast to the success of our struggle, an end to any partition of our homeland or presence of Britain. Ireland, Free Forever, Ourselves Alone!” 

As John felt the burning liquid run down his throat, he wondered about Derrick(s toast and the use of the phrase our homeland. The whiskey left a bitter taste in John(s mouth and he could not suppress his discomfort with his new compatriot(s stated, almost proprietary interest. The three men climbed the stairs, as John and O(Flaherty concluded some Inn business. 

Outside, Derrick and O(Flaherty again shook hands and as they pulled away, John said (I suppose you(ll probably not have any more contact with the butcher ( just to keep it on the safe side.” Derrick did not reply, but stared out the window at the detail fo the village as they passed through it(s streets. He seemed absorbed in the village(s homes and buildings. 

Twice he asked John for information about a landmark, or a question of the antiquity of a house or building, but mostly was silent until they drew the carriage up to the Inn(s barn and the groom led the horses inside.
(Mr. Sullivan” Derrick announced ( a little loudly, thought John, (this has been a most educating trip, I enjoyed the good company and the lovely village.” He got down from the carriage and left the barn quickly without waiting for John or looking back.
John thought about it for a minute and concluded that Mr. Derrick was a complicated fellow indeed ( even now that part of the true nature of his visit had been laid bare, there was still more growing under the surface of the man(s cheery veneer. He wondered again about anyone insinuating themselves into someone else(s fight, even if he were taking the right side, it seemed odd, somehow to John. 

Odd, too that O(Flaherty, whom John knew had met the fight well for many years, would be so quick to embrace a stranger who had been happily raising a family and a fortune it seemed, while the rest of them had been jailed, shot at and killed, or shamefully hung.  

The lucky ones, like Mallory, O(Flaherty and John himself, had been able to raise families and live modest, fulfilling lives, but the price they paid was in their own friends( and comrades( blood and the consuming guilt that men-in-arms know when their lives are spared. Now supposed (Irishmen” from across the water were (rising up” with cash money in their hands instead of weapons. John scratched his head and thought what a strange world it was becoming. 

A sudden noise startled him, as he rolled the carriage into its bay and following it outside the barn, he looked up to see an aeroplane bank and turn over the village. It(s sputtering engine whining and coughing, then as John wondered whether it was going to fall out of the sky, the engine speeded up, firing cleanly and it disappeared over the rooftops, heading North. John walked back to the back loading dock thinking how the world had changed. Now even here, they might have to worry about an aeroplane falling out of the sky into their quiet streets. Odd times, these were becoming.
Chapter Eighteen
Claire had found a ready audience when she approached the Quinns. After the children had been returned to their own room, Maeve confessed that she had been feeling almost all of the same concerns and Pat agreed that caution was the best policy.
(We(ll gather all the children together tonight after dinner and hold a family meeting” said Maeve, when it was decided that they would bide their time.
(Finn, would you speak to them?”she asked her brother. He nodded and asked Pat to help him think of a story to lead into the discussion. Pat agreed and began to pace in the room, thinking… like an attorney. 

Claire then took her leave, to speak with her father and Kate. As she descended the stairs, her footfalls sounded strangely loud and echoed hollowly in her ears. She recognized this as one of the signs of an onset of her hearing the voices speaking in her head. 

It unnerved her that this should be taking place so far from the farm, but she calmed herself and at the bottom of the stairs, went to sit in a darkened corner of the deserted dining room while an ancient chant began to fill her mind. In a few moments, she knew what they must do and rose easily, the voices stilled again for the moment at least. 

Before she entered, she knocked on the door of her father(s office and he called to ask who it was ( odd she thought, he usually was so unguarded, but she entered to find him working on his ledger behind his desk. She closed the door behind her and asked where Kate was. He motioned to the kitchen and Claire quickly and with an unusually grave expression asked her father (How much have you told Kate about the events 10 years ago at the farm?”  

He looked up, removing his reading spectacles and cautiously replied (Very, very little, daughter. It never seemed to be a proper time to tell her much and over the years, I realized that there was no reason. Why do you ask me?” Claire sat upon the edge of her father(s desk and told him some of what had been troubling her, adding the episode in the dining room only a few moments before, which startled him a bit.
(Is that the first time you(ve heard them here?” he asked and she nodded. He then told her that he had some reservations about Franklin Derrick himself, but nothing that should stand in the way of the family being reunited. 

(We should all just keep our eyes and ears open and you can trust that I will keep my mouth shut.”  

She hugged her father and then said (Da, thank you for being such a good friend to us all! We all love you so.” 
Claire kissed him on his head before adding (I don(t know how we would get along if anything ever happened to you.”  

This seemed to come from the thin air itself to John, who held her at arm(s length and asked her (Why would you say that? What could happen to a fat old Inn Keeper?”  

She laughed and told him she had a bad dream last week and was worried about him as a result. He hugged her and reassured her with (I would never do anything that would take me away from you, if it is in my power.”
Claire thanked him, then left through the kitchen door to find Kate sitting at the small kitchen desk while the cook and her helpers whirled about the room as preparations for dinner began in earnest. Claire asked if she could have a quiet word and Kate rose, accompanying her to the hallway, out the back door and out to the courtyard garden. 

(What(s on your mind, Claire?” Kate asked (Do you have news for me about John?” 
Claire shook her head and replied (I just wanted to speak with you privately about the visit to the well” and continued to tell Kate her feelings about that sacred site. 

Kate nodded repeatedly, then when Claire finished, said (It(s just as I thought already! As we left, through the thorn bushes, I got a strong feeling that this was to be kept between us. I don(t know why, but it seemed to me that if anyone else found out, the spring, the well and the ash tree would disappear into the mist forever and we(d never find the pathway again.” 

She reached out and hugged her step-daughter saying (I think you are a treasure and am grateful that you shared your secret with me. I promise that no one else will ever know, but I must warn you, I will want to go there again with you when its needed, or if there is something you think I could do to... ..repay the kindness ... of the ... .spirits of that place” she then blushed and said (Oh! Listen to me! I(m a superstitious old wife!” 

Claire replied, (Then there are quite a few of us old wives ( I know now that you are welcome there among the rest of us superstitious women!”  

They embraced again, then walked slowly back through the flowers towards the loading dock stairs where a large, new truck was unloading under the cook(s watchful eye. 

(It(s the butcher(s order, ma(am” she called to Kate, who wondered how the butcher had managed to acquire such an expensive vehicle. She was grateful, never the less, as it was now clear he could make his deliveries on a more reasonable schedule with a greater delivery capacity than his old cart. 

Things were changing here so fast, she thought, climbing the stairs and as fast as they were getting more modern, she remembered the ancient Sacred Well and realized that some things would never change.  

Claire followed her, greatly relieved at their discussion and then touched Kate on the arm, putting her finger to her lips as Kate turned around. They were in the Hallway next to the office. Claire gestured for her to follow and took her into the far corner of the dining room. She quietly told Kate that Pat had not found any more evidence of the actual conspiracy involving John, but that they both needed to be extra vigilant tomorrow ( keep John(s whereabouts under close watch at all times.
Kate agreed, saying (I(ll make it a point to find him so many small tasks to complete that he(ll never have a moment for himself all day!”
That evening, with the O(Deirgs and the Quinns seated on one side of the long table in the dining room and the O’Derricks and the Sullivans on the other (along with Sean and Brendan, who wanted to sit with Papa and Kate), a long enjoyable meal was shared for the first time in many, many years by the entire family. The American cousins loved the food, if their appetites were any indication and the conversation was easy and the topics varied. 

First, the history of the O(Deirgs – then O’Derricks in America was recounted in considerable detail. Finally, Finn laughed and said that they(d have to go through it all again at the farm, where it could be written down. The next round involved answering questions, with an occasional translation if the accents became hard to understand, about life in America, pirates, cities, railroad trains and Indians, in that order, put out by the children. 
Frank did his best to answer them all with enough detail to make their small heads spin, while showing consideration in not appearing to be flaunting his family(s good fortune. The last question, he left for his wife, Cora to answer. 

(Listen children,” she began (A long, long time ago ( many years before any of you were born and even before American was a country, my great-great-great-great grandfather met his wife.” This drew some sharp exhalations of excitement from the older boys. She continued, pausing now and then for effect (He was a fisherman and a trapper who hunted for beaver furs for people to make hats out of in England. His travels took him all the way to America, when it was still just a small colony ( with deep, dark forest all around, further than anyone had ever gone.”  

A hush grew over the table. She looked each child in the eye and then continued again (in the forest, near a broad river in a mountain place they called All - a - gheny, he met a beautiful Indian woman when he went to her father(s village to trade for these furs. Her people were tall, with dark eyes, like mine and long black hair. They thought he was very funny looking, because he had hair all over his face and it was red, like the long hair on his head” 

The children giggled as she continued, (He told them of his home far away, in Scotland and spent a whole winter there with them as he gathered up the furs. When Spring came to the mountains, he fell in love with that Indian woman and asked her father if he could marry her. Her father agreed, but told him that before they married, he must prove his love for her and he must promise never to take her far away to the land of Scots.”  

Every eye at the table was fixed upon her as she concluded, (He did many things to prove to her people that he loved her and she told her father that she loved the red-haired stranger, too. They were married and had many strong children. They spent the Spring through the early Autumn with her people and spent the winters with other people like him, in a sturdy house made of logs in a nearby place called Pitts Landing, a few day(s walk away from her father(s village.”  

She waited for the obvious conclusion to sink in, then added (So you see” and she pointed to her own eyes (I am the daughter of many generations of people descended both from the Scottish trapper and the Allegheny Indian woman.” As the Irish cousins gathered closer, she added, “my father always told me I should be proud of having the best of the bloodlines of both the old home far away and the new one.”  

Liam gasped and exclaimed (You(re an Indian! A real Indian!” 

Cora smiled and clapped and said (Little cousin, you(re not wrong, but I(m also a Scottish woman married to your Irish cousin! What do you think of that?” 

Everyone at the table began to laugh and it all seemed to answer many unasked questions. Even grown-up Irish heads began to nod ( America, it seemed was a strange place, where anything could happen.
Claire especially, was drawn to Cora, but had been too cautious to spend any time alone with her. Now much seemed to make sense to Claire and she looked forward to showing her new cousin around the farm and through her garden.
Chapter Nineteen
Pat and Finn, slowly backing the O(Deirg horse through the poles up to the cart, looked suspiciously about the Inn(s barn for a lurking steward or porter. Each secured the collar on his side as he glanced about. When no one else seemed to be present, Pat began sharing, in hushed tones, what little more he had learned with Finn regarding the (politicals” and John(s involvement. It was clear to both that today figured very importantly in the plans ( whatever they might be. 

Climbing up, Finn asked Pat if he could accompany him to deliver their bales to the wool merchant and Pat readily agreed, saying that it was about time they spent a little bit of the day together ( without children or wives!  

It would only take an hour to deliver the wool. They would hurry back to the Inn afterwards, to find something complicated to occupy John(s time and keep him from anything outside the Inn itself ( it was the only protection they could devise. Finn had already asked Claire to start thinking of a diversion and he knew that his wife loved nothing better than a conspiratorial plot.
Finn motioned for Pat to join him on the cart seat, then suddenly remembered Paddy, whom he had promised would come with him to deliver the wool. It presented a problem, as the cart was relatively small, all conversation would be shared between the three ( he wondered if Paddy was old enough to be kept in their confidence, or if he should even trouble his son with the concerns over John(s activities. When he asked Pat what he thought, Pat said that if Paddy O was old enough to load that wool and chase after the flock on his own, then he was old enough to keep a secret.
Finn smiled and jumped down off the cart, to find Paddy and bring him along. In ten minutes( time all three were bouncing along over the cobblestones. Finn was telling Paddy the entire story of their concerns, beginning with Claire(s request. He finished with (..and of course, this might be very upsetting to your younger siblings and to your cousins, so we are asking you to keep these matters close and not to discuss them with anyone besides the two of us.” 

Paddy, eyes downcast, looked up at his father with a steely resolve and said (you know you and uncle Pat can always trust me. I know how to keep a secret, after all, don(t I Uncle Pat?”  

Pat grinned and slapping Paddy across the back replied (yes you do ( very well indeed!”  

Finn, perturbed by not understanding the basis of this exchange with his son began to ask what secret when his attention was alarmed by the sound of an automobile horn blaring repeatedly at them approaching from behind. Pat and Paddy turned to look, as the vehicle crept up right behind them belching soot and noise. The driver motioned frantically for them to move aside, but there was no room for both the cart and the automobile to lie abreast on the narrow street. 

Finn, growing annoyed at the insistent beeping saw that his horse was becoming upset and began raising its head. He shouted back over his shoulder (You(ll just have to wait until we have room to pull over ( there(s nowhere else left to go!” His voice was swallowed up entirely by the noise of the engine and the horn. 

They moved along, Finn straining his arms to keep tension on the reins as his horse became spooked and restive. Finally, they approached a crossing lane where they could move aside and they pulled over as the automobile rushed past them. Pat noticed that one of the passengers looked back at them from the window in the rear of the automobile and it struck him that it was one of the men he had seen O(Flaherty the butcher, meeting with at the Harp & Hound. 

He filed that information into the already bulging file in his mind where his inquiries and logical conclusions were being kept, then, shifting his attention, brought up the church.
(Cousin Frank asked if I could take his family to the church today for Mass and I agreed. You(d both be welcome to accompany us, if you wish” he told Finn and Paddy. Finn muttered his apologies, based on his need to spend the afternoon with the wool merchant and nudged Paddy in the ribs. 

Church always made Paddy uneasy and especially so now that he was holding the secret that uncle Pat had entrusted to him. (Thanks, Uncle Pat” he offered (But I(m going to be needed by my Da ( the wool, you know.”  

Pat nodded, then replied (Well, I suppose I could take them alone ( I(m no stranger to the church ( there(s a 5:00 o(clock Mass.” his eyes darting to Paddy, then back to the street before them. 

Paddy tried to stifle a chuckle, so his father wouldn’t notice, then becoming flustered, let the laughter pour out of him as he repeatedly apologized to his uncle for his losing control (I know it(s not funny Uncle Pat, but I just can(t help it”. 

Pat told him it was all right, then proceeded to tell Finn the story that Paddy had learned. He first apologized for the poor example it offered and said (I only told him in the hopes that it would bring him closer to his faith and prevent his following down the same, sorry road I have trod.” He began the tale as they turned onto the street leading to the wool merchant(s offices. As he spoke, he remembered... 
Chapter Twenty
When Pat was a young man of eleven, he had been serving at the altar for several years. His parents were devout people and were proud of their son(s interest in the faith. His mother had even secretly hoped that he might receive the call to the priesthood, but no call had been evident so far and now he was edging closer to the end of his service as an altar boy. 

He, himself, had many reasons for wanting to serve ( faith was only one small reason of many. One of those which had grown in importance in the last year or so, was curiosity. At first, it was curiosity over where the host went at night, if the wine was really just wine and other harmless questions. The weeks before the incident, a new curiosity had sprung up in his mind and instead of asking the priest, or his father, as he usually did, he kept this one to himself.
He had begun to notice some of the girls in the parish ( specifically the prettier ones. He caught himself wondering what the content of their confessions might be. Such an improper thought should have been cast out immediately, but instead, he held it close and began to embellish it with other improper questions about whether the priest heard anything really dark and sinful, or just the same old stuff from behind the screen in the confessional. He really did feel terrible guilt for thinking such immoral thoughts and knew he was entering into dark sin, but they circled his mind never the less. He could tell no one, especially the priest, as it would be admission of depraved sinfulness...and it would get back to his mother, so he kept silent.
One afternoon, long after the other servers had hung up their robes in the locker behind the sacristy, he crept back up near the confessionals to watch from the shadows, who was going to confession. No one at all was about and with the curiosity working on him, he slipped into the nearest darkened confessional through the priests( door, closing it behind him and sitting on the priest(s upholstered bench. 

He was thinking how comfortable and quiet it was. Outside, unseen by the sinful fellow inside the confessional, one of the young girls he had been admiring from a distance had approached very quietly and was standing near the confessional booth, almost entering, then pulling away, then catching herself and re-approaching ( obviously she had a terrible sin to confess and was torn by the guilty weight of it. She finally entered and closed the small door.
After 10 minutes, of relaxing in the dark confessional he had been prepared to leave as the other door opened and closed, someone was sitting on the other side of the screen! He couldn’t leave now and he couldn’t contain his curiosity any longer and with one more glace behind to make sure no one was coming, he cleared his throat.
He was absolutely filled with guilt and under his breath, cursed himself for his sinfulness, but he was also still filled with curiosity. Just on the other side of the screen, hearing him clear his throat, the young girl said (Bless me father, for I have sinned” 
Pat knew he could not get away cleanly now that she was aware of his presence, so he cleared his throat once more and in as deep a voice as he could muster asked (Are you ready to confess your sins?” then (How long has it been since your last confession?” She replied (only last week, Father, you remember.”  

(Of course, go on...” 

He was almost unable to control his laughter, worrying that he would also not be able to control his bladder. The pressure was mounting, but he held on, the guilty pleasure pounding in his brain. 
The girl began to unravel a tale of how she had been rude to her younger sister (that was nothing) and then how she had seen another girl at school had a new frock and she wanted one, too (that was even less) and finally, about how she had worn the same underwear three days in a row because she was too lazy to wash them. Stockings, too! (Now This was something, all right!). 

He listened patiently until she was finished and despite the laughter inside threatening to expose him, mustered up that deep voice and with great, solemnity advised (your penance for your shameless deeds (shameless indeed!)...will be ...50... rosaries! (50 rosaries! He couldn’t believe that he had said that (  but neither could he believe that she hadn(t flinched or objected either!) He began to recite the act of contrition. The girl, her voice wavering at first, joined in and when they had finished, she said (Thank you, father”, in great relief. 

She crossed herself and began to recount the rosary aloud. He interrupted, (Bless you, my child, you will be absolved when you finish ( at home this evening... after dinner” in the same stern voice, almost gagging on his own cleverness.
He heard the door open and close. He rose and was about to dash out himself when he heard the door open and close again ( he could see another of the young girls he enjoyed watching, on the other side of the screen. She had just washed her hair and the sweet smell wafted through the screen, washing over the miserably sinful boy. 

The curiosity began to build and the excitement began to mount again. He again asked if she was ready to confess her sins and how long it had been since her last confession. The girl hesitated, then said (It was just last Friday, father and I have sinned again” she went on. 

This time, the sins she recounted guiltily were those of omission, not even venal sinfulness ( he listened patiently, if a bit bored. When she had concluded, prescribed four Hail Marys and four Our Fathers ...then added three rosaries, just to be safe. He recited the act of contrition with her and gave her his blessing. 

The girl didn(t leave right away, cleared her throat and finally said (That(s twice as many as last week, father ( did I do something wrong I didn(t know about?” 

He cleared his throat and in his deepest voice replied (God knows your heart, child. Do your penance as I(ve prescribed it and your sins will be forgiven”. 

(Thank you, father, she intoned and left quickly. Pat was beginning to get a real feeling for the help he was giving these sinful girls and had settled into the soft bench seat, awaiting his third sinner. A few minutes passed and he heard steps approaching, but when he heard the doorknob turn again this time, it wasn(t the other door!

The priest himself stood in the narrow doorway, fully blocking any exit possible.
(Miserable, sinful boy! What evil have you done?”
 The priest grabbed him by his collar and dragged him out of the confessional bodily. Nearby stood the last confessed girl and the sternest of the nuns, holding a switch. 

The priest dragged the shaking boy into the room next to the sacristy, then down into the locker area, where he was bent over the bench and whacked mercilessly on the backs of his legs and his backside by the black-eyed nun while the priest recounted all the ways in which he had invited the very fires of Hell itself. 

After what must have been twenty blows, Pat could not hold back the tears or the screams of pain any more, for that matter. Soon, the entire church rang with his cries. Word passed quickly around those still nearby the church and soon, most of his school chums knew that he had had the living daylights beaten out of him by the priest and sister Theresa, (you know, the ugly one)!  

He begged for forgiveness and after a long, tearful seated confession, made all the harder by the painful welts on his back side, he gladly accepted a prodigious amount of penance and agreed to personally apologize to the two injured girls. Then, thanking the priest and the nun with heartfelt sincerity, ran all the way home. He hid his tear stained face from his mother who opened the door as he arrived and he dashed up the stairs to his room without a word.
That night, over dinner, his father noticed that he was fidgeting in his seat. His mother had already informed his father of his rude return from Mass and finally, his usually blustery father asked quietly why he couldn(t sit still and eat his meal. He looked down at his plate and tried to sit still, but his father asked him again what had transpired at church that had given him reason to treat his mother in such a poor, careless manner? 

He still looked down at his plate and finally, when his father(s temper began to rise on the third asking, he blurted out that he had committed a terrible sin and been punished by the priest and the sister. (I(m sorry, really, truly sorry, Da” he swore as the tears began to flow again and added (I promised to do 50 rosaries, 50 Hail Marys and 50 Our Fathers every morning for a week!”  The tears were now flowing freely and his siblings began to titter and suppress giggles as his face reddened in his growing embarrassment. 

Finally, his father quieted all the giggling and mutterings with a single word (Quiet!” and, rising slowly from the table ( much to the concern of wife and family ( took Pat by his collar and pulling him roughly towards the door called back (We(ve got some business at church!”
Pat remembered the sad looks of pity and actual fear on the faces of his siblings, sitting in silence, as the door closed behind them and wondered if he would live to see the next day. His father dragged him to the front door of the rectory house in silence, only relaxing his grip on Pat(s collar when the housekeeper answered his knock. He asked for the priest and for sister Theresa, apologizing for the hour, but the housekeeper, seeing the anger written in the deep furrows of his knitted brow replied, (I(ll get them both straightaway!” and hurried off, quickly bringing the priest to the door.
(Mr. Quinn ... I was expecting you, or rather hoping that you(d be a visitor tonight!”  They all stepped inside, Pat dragging his feet in the hope that it would delay the coming excommunication, or worse. He remembered the fate of past heretics and began to grow weak about his knees. He felt the sudden, overwhelming need to pee, but remained silent, staring at the floor in the parlor of the rectory as his father learned all of the sordid details. Finally, after a long pause, his father spoke.(So, he promised to apologize to the girls himself?” The priest nodded slowly, then Mr. Quinn thanked the priest and sister Theresa, in absentia and taking hold of the wretched boy(s collar, dragged Pat out the front door and down the street in silence.
He suddenly stopped and Pat could feel his father(s body shaking through his collar. He began to pray for God(s forgiveness at this, his hour of extreme need and waited for the blow to fall. When it didn(t come, he slyly looked up towards his father(s face, expecting to see a cauldron of rage. Instead, his father relaxed the grip on Pat(s collar, better to hold his sides as the tears streamed down the man(s cheeks. 

His laughter exploded in bellowing guffaws, until Pat could no longer resist, thinking his father had gone mental. Finally as the laughs subsided, Mr. Quinn put his heavy hand on his son(s head and gasping for breath, said quietly (Well now son, I guess they showed you who(s in charge, so I won(t give you the switching you deserve ( I(ll hold it in reserve for the next time. You are a foolish and sinful boy... just like your old man!”  

In a quiet voice, his father went on, (In truth, when I was an altar boy, I used to be tempted to do the same thing you did today ...so many times, but was always the coward. You(re made of sterner stuff than me!”  He began laughing again, but when Pat began to join in again, he suddenly became stern. As they rounded the corner on their street, he said to Pat (this(ll be just between us men ( not a word to your mother or your brother or sisters, not a single word, or there(ll be hell to pay, do you understand?” 

Pat nodded sheepishly and his father stuck out his hand to seal the bargain.(Oh and by the way Pat ( I(ll hold you to the penance as well ( the whole of it!”said his father, still wiping his eyes. 

Later that night, he hung a fresh willow switch on the wall near the mantle, telling the family it was a reminder of the folly of untruth and it(s rewards, but privately, to Pat, he told him it was the symbol of their bargain and a reminder of the switching he should have gotten.
By the time Pat finished the tale, all eyes aboard the loaded cart were wet with the tears that accompany a good belly laugh. Pat concluded (So that(s the story of the willow switch and why it hangs on my wall, to this day. Finn, your sharp eyed son has known this for almost a year now and has kept it to himself all this time ( better than I would have done ( you should be proud of him!”  

Finn smiled and hugged Paddy, who was still smiling from ear to ear as they unloaded the heavy bales into the wool merchant(s loading bay. Pat took his leave, reminding them of his date with the O’Derricks. Finn told him that they were almost finished and would give him a ride back and save his feet. Pat gave his answer some thought, then said he wanted to stop at the Harp & Hound for some more information, so they should go on back, or come by the pub after their business was concluded.
Finn replied for him to look for them and then shouted (keep your wits intact!” as Pat reached the end of the Lane.
Chapter Twenty-One
At the Harp & Hound, Pat downed a pint, then struck up a conversation with an older fellow he(d seen there before, usually shoveling down a plate of bacon and cabbage for lunch. It being well after the lunch meal, he was sitting alone at the bar with nothing to occupy his time. Pat asked him how the week had gone for him since he saw him last at the Pub.
(Oh, same old days, plenty of work, little to show at the end of the day” he replied, then described his usual workday ( up with the sun, then deliveries (til lunch, then deliveries (til dark. (At least I(ve got the motor truck now ( it hauls more than twice the packages that the old cart could!” Pat replied (So you(re a parcel delivery man?” He nodded his head and returned to his pint, Pat then put forward his hand to introduce himself (I(m Padraig Quinn.” The deliveryman looked up and smiling took his hand and proclaimed (Conan Tunney. No package too large or distance too small!” They shook hands and then Tunney motioned out the door with his thumb asking (So, you(re the new attorney, moved into the offices where the old milliner was?” Pat nodded and replied (the same.”
They spoke for the better part of an hour and it seemed that despite his good access to gossip as a deliveryman, little information regarding anything (in the air” came forth. That is, until Pat mentioned O(Flaherty(s Summer Sausages. 

Tunney rolled his eyes and told Pat that (As far as my own consumption, I(ll wager I put over forty pounds into that man(s pockets this year! He makes a great sausage ( I(ll give (im that.”  

He began discussing the unusually heavy schedule of deliveries he(d been making to the butcher the past few months.(The last was a load of brine in the big hogsheads ( you know the ones four feet tall or so?” 

Pat nodded again and Tunney went on (He said he needed a very special salt this year and it must have been special because each barrel must have weighed a good 10 stone more than the usual ( and each delivery was 6 or so more than last year(s. I(m glad that(s over for now!” 

Pat asked why he thought it was over ( adding (Besides, the summer has a way to go (til autumn”.
Tunney agreed, sighing (It will be a long time (til autumn this year, but after tonight, at least I won(t be hauling the big barrels to the butcher. At least not until spring.” 

Pat(s eyebrows raised up and he said (No more sausages (til spring?” 
Tunney replied (Oh, no ( O(Flaherty let me in on a little secret”. Then motioning Pat close, obviously to keep the comments from the barmaid(s ears, whispered (He(s got barrels and barrels of (em curing in rock salt. He said he(s got enough to last well through the winter and he tells me that no one can tell the cured ones from the fresh, the way he seasons them!”  

Tunney added (He was so pleased with the season so far, he(s taking the whole of his family on a holiday; no less...” He finished his pint and added (all the way to Greece!”  

(Greece?” Pat asked and Tunney nodded, replying (He told me he leaves tomorrow morning with the dawn. I hope I won(t be seeing him for a while” 

Tunney explained that he had been complaining about his old cart taking up space in his barn, last week and O(Flaherty made him an offer for it.(Not that I(d turn down an offer like that, but I do feel a little guilty about it. After all, the wheels are only wired together and it was so old, the floor was half missing. Despite his having two perfectly good carts, he wanted it, so I brought it over to him yesterday and that concludes our business for a while, unless the wheels fall off and I(m stuck with it again!” 

Pat advised him not to spend the money too quickly if that was the case and Tunney replied (My thinking exactly!” 

Pat and Tunney drained another pint each and Pat took his leave, mentioning (I(ve got to take some visiting family to Mass this evening, so I(ll be off ( best to your luck with the cart ( let(s hope the wheels stay on!”
Pat was out the door in a flash and down the street. He was wearing his courtroom face: all seriousness, no play at all. He knew that something had been planned for today ( or maybe tonight. O(Flaherty planning to leave for a holiday voyage after tonight ( it seemed odd for a village butcher to have put enough aside to do such an extravagant thing. He had seen a good season ( Pat himself had contributed out of his pocket during his lunch breaks for the past two months ( but a sea voyage?  Where could the money have come from?  And why would a man with two perfectly good carts need to purchase an old, broken down cart for a dear price?

He returned to the Inn with about an hour to go before he had to be at Mass with the O’Derricks. He went to John(s office, looking for Kate, but found John embroiled in a discussion with his cook, layers of paperwork and boxes of cooking utensils lying about the office on every available surface. 

He excused his intrusion, but John motioned him to come in, which he did, then asked for Kate. (Oh. Haven(t you heard? She took ill this morning ( but you were at the wool merchants, weren’t you?” Pat nodded and asked after Kate(s condition. 

John said it seemed like a light touch of grippe, nothing worse, but she needed to sleep, leaving him with all the ...details of running the Inn.
(Have you seen Claire anywhere today?” John asked and Pat, truthfully, answered that no, he hadn(t. 

Pat then asked the cook if he could get a sandwich or something to eat, as he had no time for lunch and Cook, all too anxious to find an excuse to leave this ongoing disagreement with John, flashed an unusual toothy smile and led Pat out the office door and into the kitchen.
As she prepared him a sandwich piled with roast beef and onions, he asked if he should see how Kate was and the cook suggested that he do so, as given the complexity of the problem in the office, John wouldn’t be able to check on her for a while. 

(Here you are, sir” handing Pat the heaping sandwich on a small plate (enjoy your late lunch!” The cook excused herself, after leading Pat out into the Hall, and then went back into the office where he heard John(s voice asking her (You did what?” as the door closed.
Pat wolfed down his lunch, hoping that the onions and a draught of water might wash away the smell of the two pints. He left the plate on the dining room sideboard and went back into the hallway to the end where the Sullivan(s suite entrance door opened. 

He knocked three times, then entered calling (Kate, it(s Pat Quinn” several times, until he heard a voice call from the back (We(re in here, Pat ( come right in.”  

He entered the bedroom to find Kate and Claire playing cards on the bed!  

(What a sorry lot of conspirators you two are!” he joked. 

The two raised an eyebrow each and replied in one voice (whatever do you mean?”  

Pat then asked in a very solicitous manner, (And how is your terrible ailment Mrs. Sullivan, keeping you away from your work and all?” 

Kate stifled a laugh, then feigning a cough, replied (Not much better Mr. Quinn, could you tell my husband he(ll have to handle dinner on his own tonight ( if he can find time after the duplicate order problem ( oh and the lack of meat gets sorted out!” 

(Of course, I(ll be glad to let him know. Why, he(ll be busy until… who knows, maybe eleven or so” Pat replied in mock seriousness. 

They all shared a short, satisfied laugh at the poor overworked Innkeeper(s expense, then Pat gave them the news of the information he had learned that afternoon. They listened carefully, and then Claire asked (nothing more about the wagon?” 

Pat shook his head and Claire told them about an odd component of a recurring dream she(d been having, with crows, piles of rusty rifles and a burning cart.
(It(s been every night for more than a week now and it has been troubling me.” she explained, then to Kate, said (Pat knows that I have a little of the fey ways about myself (  have had dreams and premonitions since my childhood. Most of the time they are just that (  dreams, but sometimes, they come true in unexpected ways.” 

She then told them about a crow that had followed them all the way from the farm to Ballyfiggin and Kate(s eyes grew round. (You think it(s all connected… somehow? Rifles? Crows? A burning Cart?”
The discussion in the office finished finally, with none of the mystery solved. The cook was still concerned about the lack of meat and John was upset as he had filled the larder full to last the weekend only the day before and couldn’t conceive where it had all gone, but the cook had provided him with accurate dinner and lunch counts based on her order tickets. Somehow it seems that an entire weekend(s meat was consumed Thursday and Friday. 

Unless it had been (borrowed”. But John had known all the staff for a long-time and their families, too. No one had access to the freezer and the storage lockers except staff, unless an outsider had broken in, or some thief had found a way to unlock the door from the outside loading dock! He sprang to his feet and dashed out of the office, down the hall to check the outside freezer door, only to run right into Pat as he left the Sullivans apartments!

(Pat!” he exclaimed, (Thank goodness it(s you! How(s Kate? I(m up to my elbows in problems and could really use her help!” 

Pat, sadly reported that Kate could not be counted on for the rest of the day and the night. 

(Thankfully,” Pat added, (She doesn’t look as bad as she feels and sends you her apologies. She was sleeping when I left. Claire was sitting with her and told me that she took a small cup of broth earlier, so she wasn(t worried. I was going to ask the cook to brew a pot of Yarrow tea for her” showing John the tied bundle of Yarrow blossoms. 

(Thank you! Thank you” John replied breathlessly as he dashed out the door and onto the loading dock. Pat looked after him and watched him carefully examine the frame of the outside freezer door. He was running his fingers along its perimeter when he came up short upon the crowbar marks Pat had put there this morning, pulling a splinter from the damaged wood and nursing his poor forefinger where it had been snagged. So far, the plan was unfolding perfectly, but Pat wondered if it would hold John long enough if the actual event was to happen overnight. He returned past the front desk and as he began to climb the steps, caught sight of John, his injured forefinger in his mouth, enter the office from the hallway, muttering oaths of vengeance.
Upstairs, the small children were waking from their afternoon nap and Pat began changing his clothes for Mass. Maeve had already scrubbed their faces and dressed the older children as he pulled his shirt over his head. 

(Did you drink those Onions at the Pub?” she asked him with a smile and a laugh. 

(Am I that bad?” he asked as he pulled on a fresh shirt. 

She nodded, then asked if the (visit” went well. He told her it went as well as they had hoped it would, but there were several hours left of Friday and no one could tell how it would unfold. 

She nodded as she awakened the sleeping Brigid, who blinked and asked (my dinner now, Mam?” 

She smoothed the dark, damp curls, plastered hard on her daughter(s forehead and told her (no sweetie, it(s time to go to church with the cousins!”  

(The Cousins!” Brigid repeated excitedly, obviously cheered by the news. Maeve got her dressed, separated Brendan and Sean who were wrestling on the floor in their church clothes and helped Liam brush his hair down into a somewhat presentable nest. 

(Are Finn and Paddy coming too?” Maeve asked and he replied, shaking his head (No, not unless they(re back from the wool business and have washed and dressed. We(ll all just fit into the motorcar and the O’Derricks can follow us in theirs.”  

Glancing at his pocket watch, he saw they had only 15 minutes to get to the church before Mass and herded the entire mob down the stairs to meet the O’Derricks. He was surprised to see Cousin Franklin, in deep discussion with John Sullivan at the desk, become angry ( which he covered well as half of the family ran down the Hall towards the rear door. 

(Where(s the family, Frank?” he asked as he passed.
(Oh! Pat!” Cousin Frank replied (they(re just waiting out back ( are we already to go?” Pat noticed that he shot back a baleful glance to John as they left the desk.
(I(ll bring up the rear, as they say in the military!” said Cousin Frank, slapping him on the back as they went out the back door. Pat greeted Cora and the Derrick girls and explained the route to Cousin Frank, who said simply (I(ll follow you, cousin.” 

They started their respective motor cars with a roar and cough and soon, the Quinns and the O’Derricks were heading to church. The Quinn motorcar, seriously overloaded, with two complete layers in the back seat was a sight to see as Pat craned his neck out the window to look behind periodically. They made it to the church with only two minutes to spare and were ushered into a pew in the middle of the chapel. 

After Mass, with its rambling homily, they took a moment to meet the priest and introduce the American side of the family. With tears in his eyes, the old priest, who had been sitting in attendance during the service ( one Mass every few days was all he could muster it seemed ( warmly shook the hand of Cousin Franklin, then embraced each of the Derrick girls, explaining that he had known their grandfather and his father very well indeed.
(I never expected these old eyes to see the children back from across the water... back home.” They smiled and blushed, then Cora, extended her hand and the old man grasped it. He then quietly noted her unusual eyes and darker complexion, added (and you have brought the best of America to the family, of that I(m sure! Welcome to our home and your home as well!”  

She blushed then embraced the old priest warmly, saying (Thank you for your eloquence and your warm hospitality. We have been made to feel like we have come from a few miles down the road, not a whole continent and ocean away!”
The younger priest finished speaking with a large family of parishioners caught up with them on the church steps. With him was a thin, grey, middle-aged nun, who seemed a little shy, but had a warm smile for all those she was introduced to. (This is Sister Agnes, just joining us from Dublin today” the young priest explained, saying (we(re so glad to have her help here! You know, she has an amazing singing voice, if I don(t say so!” 

 Agnes blushed, then replied (He makes me blush, but believe me, my voice is only barely competent singing God(s praise ( I(m sure no one would notice at all!” 

The full rounds of introductions were made again and Cora, especially was drawn to Sister Agnes. They spoke again, at length about the churches in America, where Agnes had almost been sent to work, until Ballyfiggin had sent word that she was needed closer to home.(And so, here I am, meeting Americans in an Irish church, instead of a church in America!” 

Everyone laughed at the irony and Cora took her hand and told her (I(m sure it is America(s loss that you will be staying home after all.”  As they were about to leave, the old Priest caught Claire(s eye and taking her hand, said (it(s been too long since we(ve had your father(s company, dear. Please tell him that we should see him someday soon and send all our blessings!” 

She thanked him and as she turned to leave, he added ( ...and that butcher, O(Flaherty! If you see him, you might give him the same message. It(s been months since he(s entered any door but to deliver meat to the rectory.”  

She nodded and again thanked the old man for his concern (Father, your blessing will mean a lot to my poor, overworked father! I(ll be sure he comes to see you soon!”
On the ride back to the Inn, Claire had arranged to ride with the cousins, thereby letting Liam, Brendan and Sean ride up front with Pat. She explained that she wanted to speak with Cousin Cora. The boys were only too glad to see her leave them her seat. During the short trip, she mentioned the time Cora had spent with the nun, Agnes. 

(She looks like she has had a hard, lonely life.” said Cora. Claire agreed (I saw that right away, but it seemed that she had a deeper sadness, too. She didn(t seem like most nuns we see around here. I don(t mean any disrespect, but she was a very handsome woman ( thin and worn as you said, but much too pretty for a life of service.” 

Cora nodded and added (Some people don(t have the opportunity to choose their lives ( their lives just happen to them without their consent or involvement. Agnes looks like her life happened to her.”  

They rode back the rest of the way in silence, broken only by the girls cooing at a ratty tomcat they spied trying to cross the street.
(Look at him! He(s so dirty!” They complained (doesn’t his owner ever brush his coat, or bathe him?” 

Their mother explained to them that he was probably on his own, without a warm home, or family to look after him, which made them all sad. Claire then added (God and his angels look after poor animals like him and sometimes they lead them to find wonderful homes. Besides, I recognize him. He gets a regular handout behind the kitchen at the Inn, if Kate has anything to say about it!”  

That information went a long way to soothe the girls( concerns and when the Inn came into view, they began to whisper about watching for other stray cats from their window after dinner. Claire smiled as she watched them get out of the car and told Cora and Franklin that they had raised good, caring daughters (anyone who loves animals and looks after one in need is automatically my friend.”  

The O’Derricks looked at each other and smiled back to Claire. Franklin replied (Thank you cousin, but the credit for that goes to my wife who has taught us all how we are all God(s creation ( all living things.” Cora blushed slightly and added (…but it was my husband who gave me such wonderful girls to share my heart with.”
Back at the Inn, Claire found Finn and Paddy upstairs getting ready for dinner. Finn asked her how church was and she smiled and said (It went better than I expected, Father O(Brien was unable to perform the Mass, so Father McAndry served.” 

As she washed her face, she went on, adding (the homily went on forever, but after the benediction, Father O(Brien came outside to meet everyone ( it was grand. He even had tears in his eyes to greet the returning O(Deirgs ( O’Derricks.”  

She then told Finn about her time with Cora and said warmly (I like that woman. I(m glad Cousin Franklin found such a good wife” 

Finn agreed and said that he could tell she had a strong spirit and a good heart. Claire asked about the regular wool sale and Finn replied (why don(t you ask my partner here.” motioning towards Paddy. 

He was beaming as he told his mother what price they got and added the commentary from the merchant. 
(He tells us it(s the finest Merino he(s seen this year and says if we can produce another bale or two of the same quality before the season ends, he(ll take them both!”  
Finn then added (But Paddy boldly asked him, if the quality was so good, how about a bonus for each additional bale we produce for his market ( the merchant was cautious and said that since it was probably a one-time situation, he(d add a full pound to each additional bale(s price this season of the same quality. Quite a businessman we(ve raised!” 

He walked over to his son and gave him a warm embrace around his narrow shoulders. Claire said that a celebration was in order and as she awakened the sleeping twins, said that she(d ask the cook if she could bake a special cake for the whole family. 

Paddy gushed, (Oh Please Mam! A cake!” 

Chapter Twenty-Two
O(Flaherty grumbled as Mallory stumbled, handing up a barrel of nasty, crankcase oil and kerosene. A bit sloshed out of the bung at the top and was now running down the side. The dark stain would be pretty clear in the daylight, but they(d be out after dark, so it wasn(t so bad. 

The cart creaked and the remaining floorboards were springy, so the butcher kept to the edges of the bed. Old Tunney had driven a hard bargain for this wreck. There were no floorboards left in the front, under the seat, so Mallory would have to put his feet up on the front rail to drive the cart. 

(Now you understand your job tonight?” he asked the postman. 

Mallory nodded, then repeated the sequence, (Heading North along the road to Killane, to arrive at the staging area near the barracks building at 20:00 hours ( 8:00 o(clock. I(m to hide the cart behind the haystack until you all arrive, then we leave together, you along the pathway behind the post and me to drive the cart past the barracks on the main road, letting all the oil run out of the barrels into the roadway opposite the barracks gate. Just as I pass the barracks, I(m to toss my pipe into the oil and drive away up the road to the mountains, leaving the cart at the first likely spot, then returning to Ballyfiggin by the Northwestern route we planned, under cover of darkness, riding the draft horse.”  

Finished, he nodded to himself, pleased that he had planned such a bold action and secured the pivotal diversionary role for himself. 

(Well ...” O(Flaherty mentally checked over everything he(d just heard saying, (It seems like you(ve got it covered. Now one more thing, the most likely spot for the cart to be left is one where it will not be found for a long, long time. You know the mountain road pretty well?” 

Mallory nodded as he handed up the last of the oil-filled barrels.(I(ve been going up there since I was a lad, with me Da. We used to fish all the small lakes and I know a place or two.”  

O(Flaherty smiled, then reminded him that absolute silence was critical as he approached and passed the barracks, so there would not be any alert given before the oil flared up in fire. 

Mallory replied that he understood perfectly and began to mount the cart, to drive it away from Ballyfiggin a bit and wait for full darkness. The butcher ran a stout rope all around the group of barrels, tying it securely to the end posts of the cart(s bed, just in case the postman hit a bump.
Finishing up with the loading, Mallory shifted uneasily on the cart(s hard seat. He had worn his heavy, dark coat, a bit too heavy for the weather, (but it was looking like a foggy night) and a large cap to pull down on his head, but one thing he didn(t seem to have was anything to eat. He mentioned this to the butcher who eyed him suspiciously, then went back into the workroom, muttering and came out with a small keg. 

(Here” he said to Mallory, handing it up to the anxious man, adding sternly (Mind you, don(t eat them all.” He then passed up a small skin bag.(This has a water flask and a small loaf of soda bread. It(s a solid meal, was supposed to be my lunch tomorrow, so leave me a few sausages!”  

Mallory nodded, never once taking his eyes off the keg, which he placed next to himself on the seat. 

(…and bring back my satchel bag, too!” 

The postman thanked the butcher and before slapping the reins across the horse(s back, said (May God protect us all from any evil this night!” 

O(Flaherty replied (Amen” as Mallory drove the cart down the alleyway and turned onto the street. He listened as the hoof falls and creaks faded before he said to himself God keep us all, indeed. He turned back to the door to his workroom and going inside, dead-bolted it and threw the bar across the entrance. He blew out the one lantern and headed up the stairs to his dinner and his family thinking that he’d rather be off on a sea cruise.
****


Things for John had deteriorated quickly at the Inn. He had been checking on Kate every hour, but still she slept on and with no meat anywhere in either the cooler or the larder, save for a bit of potted meat in a crock in the cooler, John didn(t know whether he should be more afraid of the cook or the guests. 

Finally, in desperation, he climbed the stairs to the O(Deirg(s room and knocking softly, asked for Claire through the door. Finn answered, greeted his father in law, then mentioned that everyone was dressing for dinner. John quickly explained his situation and asked if Finn could grant him a great favor.
(Of course, Da ( what can I do to help?” 

(Can you take your cart to the butcher(s for me?  I(ll give you a full list, although I don(t expect he(ll be able to fill it all this late in the day, but if you could try and hurry back, we just might save dinner and our reputation!”  

Finn nodded, closing the door long enough to alert Claire and ask Paddy to accompany him. Within a few minutes, they were again bouncing along the cobblestones on the way to O(Flaherty(s. 

John, resting meanwhile behind the front desk, enjoyed the final lull before the dinner rush. He smiled as he thought of his stern-faced cook working up a menu with whatever meat they could obtain. She(ll never, ever let me forget this day, he thought, but at least she(ll have something to work with ( we might just pull this off!

Claire alerted the Quinns to what had transpired and asked Pat to go check on Kate while Finn was out ( giving her a full update. 

The sky had darkened as the clouds rolled in and the sun dipped low. It would be dark in an hour(s time. Whatever had been planned for John would have to go on without him, as the day was slipping away fast. Claire and her sister in law hugged each other in celebration of their apparent victory. Soon, Maeve had all the children dressed and ready to go downstairs to the dining room. 

The plan was to have the entire family including the O’Derricks seated early for a long, long family dinner. That way, Maeve figured, it would be hard for John to slip away either out the front or out the back door. She smiled thinking how they(d keep him running all night. 

Claire left the room and went down the hall to check on the O’Derricks. Cora answered her knock and let her in. The girls were finishing their hair, but Frank was nowhere to be seen.(Will Cousin Franklin be along for dinner with the family?” asked Claire. Cora replied (I certainly hope so ( he left for a bit of air, to see some of the countryside were his words, but I expected him back long before dark. Now it(s almost eight o(clock!” 

Claire saw that she was genuinely concerned. (Maybe he was going to try his hand at fishing ( I know that men expect the clock to wait for them if they(ve got a line in the water!” 

Cora looked into the corner and her eyes lit up when she noticed his fishing rod case missing. (That(s it, Cousin Claire!” She reached out and gave Claire a big hug and added (I(m sure he(ll be back soon, but we(ll all join you in the dining room while we wait.” 

Claire told her they were going down now and would hold the seats nearest the fireplace for them all. 

As the Quinns and O(Deirgs, minus two, descended the stairway to the dining room, Claire mentioned that Cousin Frank was out fishing and would join them later.
(I hope he doesn’t stumble into a bog or off a cliff.” said Pat, who was carrying the sleeping Brigid. Claire and Maeve both looked alarmed until he added (Of course, when he asked about where he might get a trout to rise to a fly, I knew just the man for him to speak to and sent him off to the owner of the Harp & Hound Pub, a fine fisherman if I ever knew one. He wouldn’t let him get into harm(s way.” 

Visibly relieved, the two women led the family to their places at the long front table. Presently, Cora and the Derrick girls came down and joined them. There were already six other tables occupied and another large party being seated, so it would be a full house tonight! Maeve thought that it couldn’t have worked out better for keeping John tied down all evening. 

Just as she asked Claire where Finn and Paddy were, they walked into the room, a little flushed, but looking washed and proper for the table. Finn was smiling and had just said something funny to Paddy, who was stifling a laugh, barely. Claire welcomed them and asked that they let the table in on the joke. Paddy grinned and in a loud whisper, told them all of the rush to get to the butcher’s and the difficulty in getting the order filled as O(Flaherty was on an errand. He remembered to add how funny Mrs. O(Flaherty looked, with her husband(s big gloves and long apron on, loading sides of mutton into the cart with her son and daughter helping out.
(Her long hair was flyin( around and her face got redder and redder as she kept wondering what was keeping Eamon ( out loud, mind you.” 

He stopped to get a breath, then started up again (the butcher(s son, then struggled out with a huge keg of sausages, but when I asked if he needed some help, he said no and just pushed and pulled until his hair was all sweaty and then he tried to lift the keg into the cart, but couldn’t and still wouldn’t let me help, so his sister tried to help, but she got her foot caught in her dress and slipped and the keg fell onto the stoop, broke open and all the sausages went running... all ... over the ground! Right where the horse had been standing! The sausages got mixed up with the... horse flops!” 

By this time, Paddy was laughing loudly, wiping tears from his face with his sleeve while his father looked around the room hoping no-one else who might be interested in sausages for dinner had heard what had happened. 

Claire asked Finn quietly what happened to the sausages and he said (picked up, washed off, put back in the keg!” he replied, then added (don(t order sausage tonight... pass it on.” with a deadpan expression on his face, adding (Anything you want, as long as it(s mutton!” 

John came into the room in a rush, to thank Finn and Paddy for saving the day, but was spotted by the large party at the back table who wanted to know what very special dinner had been prepared for the evening meal. John looked over at Finn and Paddy and made a face with his eyes rolled back into his head and then, with a grand gesture replied to the table (The specialty of the house, a very fine, Lamb and Sausage shepherd(s pie with Port wine gravy, peas and bacon!”  The table applauded, but Finn knew better and as Paddy began to feel a big laugh coming on, put his big hand out over his son(s mouth.
Paddy got the message quickly enough, then asked (Da, if it(s all the same to you, can I just order some potatoes and eggs tonight?” Finn nodded barely able to keep from laughing himself. 

John put his hands out to touch the closest heads as he passed heading back to the kitchen. When their server approached, they all asked for the same thing Paddy was having ( the rest of the room inhaled the specialty shepherd(s pie, many of the guests wiping up the gravy in their plates with crusts of bread and it was all Paddy could do to keep himself quiet. 

Soon, Cora began to worry again, Claire could tell she was upset, so she suggested that they go to check on Kate and bring her some tea, or some dinner. Cora agreed and left the girls sitting between Liam and Brendan, which didn(t seem to bother the boys at all. 

Maeve was keeping a watch on the doors and on her children. Meggie and Claire were not too pleased with their meals and were moping their way through their dinners. 

Brigid had found that it was good sport to knock her potatoes about with her spoon, so was relatively quiet, although she was not getting much to eat that way. 

At least Pat was able to keep the two boys from laughing out loud at Paddy(s story. As he looked around the room, no one seemed the worse for their meal, so he guessed that the washing had been enough to render the sausages fit for consumption after being marinated in mud and horse shite. 

He smiled as he thought of John presenting his famously belligerent cook with her choices for the evening meal, then the performance he gave at the table in the back ( what a host he was!  

Chapter Twenty-Three
Mallory had driven the cart hard to make the meeting place on time and it had given him a healthy appetite. He had lifted the cover on the keg and had his hands on a sausage almost as soon as he had turned the corner, munching along as he drove the cart up the road towards Killane. 

The road rose quite a bit higher before it forked off to the turn he(d be making, so the horse was getting a lot of work, too. He began to complain audibly ( or was the noise his own stomach? Either way, Mallory stopped almost at the destination to let the horse graze a bit. He still had a half hour(s time to make the meeting spot, anyway, so he reached into the keg to find another sausage… and came up empty! 

He had eaten them all after all! He couldn’t believe it. He was still hungry, so he looked inside the keg, just to make sure and sure enough, there was the briny wooden bottom staring up at him in the failing light. 

The moon was rising over the mountain ahead, showing less than half, but enough for him to find the road. He slapped the reins against the horse(s back and interrupted his grazing to resume the trip. There was that rumbling noise again!  And again!  This time, he felt it as well as heard it. His stomach was rebelling against the onslaught of Summer Sausages, no matter how good they might have been. The pressure was building.
He tried to sit straight and drive the cart, all while squeezing his arse cheeks together for all they were worth. The rumbling only grew louder and longer each time it occurred. He began to worry, thinking about the rule of silence, both when they all met in the ash clearing up ahead and later in the approach to the barracks. He reached into the bag and removed the flask of water, which he drank down, hoping it would quell the noise in his gut and eating the rest of the soda bread for the same reason. As he drew under the high ash trees near the meeting spot, he was reassured as the noise and pressure had diminished. 

Up ahead, he saw a figure standing in the road, pointing out to the left with outstretched arm. As he approached, he saw it was O(Flaherty, bundled up in a heavy coat, cap pulled low. He turned the cart off the road, following the direction O(Flaherty indicated, until he drew up underneath a large tree where the entire group was waiting ( no, not the entire group. As he glanced about, he noticed that John Sullivan was not with them. 

Over near the trunk of the tree, in the shadows, was a man he didn(t recognize. O(Flaherty came up quickly behind him and when he had dismounted and all gathered close, broke their rule of silence to introduce the newcomer. (I know it(s not as we planned and not as we have done previously, bringing in an outsider at the last minute, but tonight we have no choice.”the butcher muttered and then went on in a hoarse whisper (You(ll not be seeing John Sullivan here tonight ( Kate(s sick and he couldn’t join us. I know John is no coward, so don(t none of you think that of him ( I(ve seen him hold up under fire that would wither a stone” 

He paused, awaiting any dissatisfaction, or questions about his judgment, but none were forthcoming, so he introduced Franklin Derrick, from America, our brother in arms from across the water who has brought the financial support of our countrymen overseas, here to us. He knows how to use a rifle and will aid our South defense perimeter tonight. He has been fully briefed on the sequence and his job. Any questions among you?” 

No one spoke. The silence was suddenly cut by a sharp, rough growl and then a squeezed popping noise. (What the devil is that?” asked O(Flaherty, sharply. 

Everyone was silent and two or three of the company turned around to check behind them, but no one saw any movement or heard anything. Mallory suggested they get moving and all agreed. A moment of silence as they each asked God(s help was ended by a low rumbling that trailed off into a burping thump. 

(There it is again!” said O(Flaherty, now concerned their cover had been breached. He ordered them to fan out and check the perimeter, but after a few minutes of checking, no one had seen anything. 

He brought them back together. Mallory quickly told them it must have been a crow or other bird, maybe Jackdaw or Raven. They were ordered to proceed to their posts and to their actions. Mallory was first to depart and under the cover of darkness, no one noticed that he walked in a very odd, crab-like manner, holding his stomach with both hands. 

He climbed up into the cart seat and quietly drove off, to the fork, then towards the barracks. As he got closer, the pressure let up suddenly, so he relaxed and lit the new clay pipe. It drew nicely and he began removing the corks from the top bung holes on the oil filled kegs. 

He had just removed the last of them as he saw the solitary light looming ahead, in front of the barracks. This barracks, most recently a road house, was staffed with Free-State soldiers. Irishmen, yes, but not Irishmen he would choose to lift a pint with. They were the army of men who had sided with Collins and signed away Ireland(s future. Men who had treasonously turned their back on the Northern Counties. Men like these, he was convinced, had no right to call themselves Irishmen. 

Mallory on his cart, drew closer and saw that only one green-uniformed sentry had been posted in the box in front of the building. A wire fence barricade had been set all around the building and around the back as well, as he well knew, where the driveway led to a wide, roofed loading dock. The horse made no complaint and plodded ahead at the slow steady rate Mallory had wanted. It gave him time to prepare. First, he made sure the safety was flipped off on the automatic pistol he carried in his pocket, then he watched the sentry for any sign of interest in him. 

No interest at all! Luck was with them this night. He turned the kegs over with a soft, plopping noise, falling against the old blankets placed to catch them. As they turned, they spilled the oil onto the road in a big, black puddle right across from the sentry booth. Mallory figured the sentry was sleeping and drawing hard on the pipe (til it produced a cherry red glow he prepared to drop it into the oil mixture. Suddenly, as he leaned over the far edge of the cart, his stomach rumbled and he ripped off a fart which would have rattled the windows of the barracks had he been any closer.  

He looked over at the sentry booth and, yes, much to his dismay, the sentry was awake and squinting into the darkness as a lucky cloud passed over what little light the moon was throwing off. 

(Who goes there?” he shouted in Mallory(s general direction. He repeated the shout and by the third time, had stepped out of the booth and was fingering the trigger on his submachine gun. Mallory was alarmed, but made no answer, absent-mindedly holding onto his pipe. The road surface was soft, so the horse(s hoof falls made little noise, but the cart creaked softly as it passed over a wide rut. 

Alarmed, the sentry began blowing his whistle and had stepped into the center of the road. Just as the cart creaked again, the pipe, still glowing, burnt Mallory(s hand and in a reflex, dropped it. The oil had been dripping all along and sure enough, it immediately caught fire, the flames shooting up and illuminating the cart and its hapless driver. 

The next thing Mallory knew, the sentry was pulling off rounds in Mallory’s general direction, although the smoke was also rising to obscure his target’s exact location. As the flames raced back towards the sentry, he deftly side-stepped out of the oil slick he had been standing in and ran to the side of the road, where the flames did not reach. By this time, he had fired off his entire clip of rounds and had to reload.
As he did so, five or six of his fellows burst from the front door, hearing the gunfire and seeing the flames and joined him. He pointed excitedly down the road and two others let off a few rounds which whizzed into the dark trees.
Glancing back, Mallory had by this time made the turn and was under the darkness of the overhanging trees. He passed the spot where a pair of his compatriots lay at the top of a rock outcropping. As he passed, they began to lay down a cross fire pattern along the road in front of the sentry and his mates. So far, no bullet had found its mark, but the noise was deafening. Mallory slapped the reins hard and sped up, hurrying up the road with the cart, still trailing a little oil. 

The Free State soldiers began to fan out, naturally seeking to flank the location the rifle fire was coming from. One was sent back to secure additional personnel and a solid line formed within a few minutes. 

The men atop the rocks heard orders being shouted, so at least one of the duty officers was out in front, directing the advance against their position. As the line of regular soldiers advanced slowly, a whistled signal was heard this time, from down the road in the other direction. 

This resulted in additional rifle fire coming to bear from behind on the line of greens, splitting them effectively into two smaller units as they sought shelter behind the sentry booth. Soon, three more came out of the barracks on the near side and began returning fire into the inky darkness.
 The cloud that had aided Mallory(s escape began to slide away from the quarter moon and a soft light began to spill out onto the road. From the vantage point of the men posted to the South, it was clear that the second officer had joined the fight and was directing the last three men out to flank around towards the south. 

This prompted another whistle signal, which meant that the coast seemed to be clear for those whose job it had been to enter the rear of the compound to secure the rifles and ammunition in the armory. One last sniper, posted across from the barracks on a small rocky knoll a quarter of a mile away, began laying down shots right on the sentry booth, effectively pinning the greens down behind it. Not one of them seemed foolish or brave enough to face that fire without cover and so no flanking movement took place. 

The greens( advance unit meanwhile, had been pinned down behind a large rock, at the northern corner of the property, well illuminated as it turned out, by the sentry lights and the main building lights which were now blazing. 

The light of the oil fire leapt up, reflected in waves of orange and yellow against the whitewashed face of the building. The violence of the flames and the heavy black smoke imparted a surreal, battlefield quality to the scene. It was beginning to strike fear in the hearts of the regulars. 

These men, lying trembling behind their meager cover had mostly seen small scale fighting, sporadic reprisal violence, not the raging warfare that had descended on them. Many were wondering if they would live through the next few minutes. The opposing fire now focused so effectively on their relatively exposed positions, that they were unable to return more than just wild shots. 

As this continued for some minutes, it left the rear of the building guarded by only two men ( both of whom, it seems were long-time compatriots of Eamon O(Flaherty, although that wasn(t the name he used in those days. 

The rear armory door was blackened by the fire of a small amount of oil, thrown against it mainly for effect and when it died down, the bar was thrown back, the door opened and O(Flaherty and three of his men began helping themselves to the small arsenal kept in the barracks armory. They loaded over twelve rifles and hundreds of rounds of ammunition in steel boxes, into packs that were whisked away to safety as soon as they were loaded. 

Finally, O(Flaherty thanked the two men before he decked each one with a hard blow to the jaw, crumpling them to the floor. Both were rendered unconscious by the butcher(s heavy hands and both were bleeding ( to good effect. He rubbed his sore fist. The knuckles had been badly scuffed on the second fellow(s teeth. He hoped he hadn(t loosened any, but it was all he could do. 

He knew they(d sleep for a few more minutes and listening outside for a few particularly violent exchanges of gunfire, shot three wild holes in the wall opposite the outside door and fired out the door, several times using the side arms of the fellows on the floor, placing the smoking weapons back in their hands. 

Leaving the armory bare, he stepped out and fired a few more rounds from his rifle into the door itself. Satisfied that all was perfect, he slipped the straps of his heavy pack over his shoulders and disappeared into the woods behind the barracks. The two men lay motionless on the floor inside and to any reasonable observer later on the scene, it would look as though these two brave men, defending their post had simply been overpowered in hand-to-hand combat. 

At a designated time after O(Flaherty left the barracks, the sniper on the rocky knoll stopped firing and disappeared into the woods. At the same time, the two men on the outcropping to the North, reduced their fire and crept back around, on a narrow trail between the boulders. In five minutes, they would also be deep within the woods, headed North. 

As they left their position, the men posted in the Southern position increased fire, utilizing additional rifles at once, to make it seem as though a larger group was coming. The advance unit of greens, behind the big rock, moved around to the other side, believing that the attackers were flanking around to their South and as the Southerly fire increased, it seemed that they had called it right. 

They shouted to their fellows cowering behind the sentry booth, now tattered and threatening to collapse from all the bullet damage it had sustained. After much pointing and gesturing, the idea was passed that the attackers were regrouping to the South and all fire was directed towards the supposed Southern position of the attacking force.
In the lull between exchanges, one of the officers ran back inside the barracks, to call in a report. He found the telephone lines had been cut and had no communications out, so he went to check the armory and threw the steel door open to find it stripped clean and bare, with two injured soldiers lying motionless on the floor. 

Carefully retreating behind the doorframe, in case the enemy was still in position to fire into the room, he noticed that the gaping outside door had been burned and showed bullet damage. He also noticed that one of the men on the floor was moving slowly. He called out to him and asked if he were shot badly, but the man only moaned. In a moment, he again stepped into the room, as all firing outside had slowed to occasional shots ( none coming from any position behind the building as far as he could tell. 

He knelt down to give aid to the stricken soldiers who thankfully, had only been badly beaten, not shot. He was proud that his men had been able to hold off the main thrust of the attack, but began to doubt if the main thrust had been directed at the front at all. The empty rifle racks and bare shelves where ammunition had been stored spoke volumes to him about the actual intent of the attackers. He helped his men sit up, against the wall and began to question them about their attackers. 

(No, sir,” one replied, rubbing his swollen jaw (they all had on those black hoods. Only their eyes could be seen and I wasn(t spendin( too much time gazing into their bloody eyes!”  

The one thing both agreed upon was the number ( there had been six attackers, three for each of them and they were being directed by someone outside the armory door. After he pressed for details of clothing, he rose to get them water. He was standing at the small sink where his lieutenant found him as he rushed in from the front of the building. 

(You(re safe, sir! We were not sure if they had flanked us from your side” then as his eyes fell upon the empty racks and shelves, (Oh! They did flank us around your side ( and got the arsenal!” He rubbed his eyes in disbelief.
 (And just what is your opinion of the main focus of this attack?” the Captain queried him. He uneasily shifted his weight and replied (The thieves! The arsenal! They were not looking to overrun us at all, just to distract us while their true actions took place!” 

(Very good” said the Captain, then (did we suffer any casualties?”  

(None” was the reply (although Connor twisted his ankle pretty badly.”  

The Captain nodded and said (at early light, I want you to take a squad out to survey the enemy positions and ascertain the damage to the building and the sentry booth”
The lieutenant replied (Yes, sir.” Adding, (But I still don(t see how they could have moved such a large attack group into position without anyone hearing anything.”
The sergeant entered the room, his breathing coming in puffs and his face beet red.(Beggin( the Captain(s pardon, sir” he waited for acknowledgment and once the Captain nodded, he went on (All company accounted for, sir ( Connor was the sentry on duty, sir and he says he saw nothing, but heard a small explosion ( at least he thinks it was an explosion. Maybe it was a bad round detonating prematurely, sir. Anyway, that(s all he heard, besides the creaking of a cart maybe, headed North as the fire in the road began. He thinks he saw a cart leaving quickly up the road, before the smoke closed off his view.” 

 The commanding officer saluted him, thanking him for his report and then asked him (what are the estimates of the enemy force that attacked us, sergeant?” 
(Twenty or more, sir” from where we were pinned down, the angles of the crossfire and the sheer number of shots taken, sir, couldn’t have been any less than twenty men at arms.”  

The captain nodded and turned to his lieutenant, saying (If that(s the case, you(ll find the evidence near the positions they were firing from. I also want a full accounting of their dead and injured as soon as it is light enough to see. I want you to send another detachment North in the armored car to find evidence that they had a vehicle and find the vehicle if you can.” He looked around the empty room once more, then said (This...” as he gestured about the empty room, (doesn’t look good for any of us. I hope for your sakes that we shot a few of the irregular bastards.”  

****
The two Ballyfiggin volunteers initially chosen for the important Southern position were the fleetest of those volunteers and the best shots and had carefully worked out their retreat. It involved them splitting up and following the cover of large trees and boulders, began to fan out, between volleys of shots, still each firing two rifles. They returned fire, each time from a different spot, all the while pulling back further and further from the barracks.
 As the returning fire from the regulars became more sporadic, they each decided that the regulars must think them in retreat and they abandoned their firing, running quickly into the woods along game trails. 

As they turned, each to run his appointed route, one of them, Gerry Tunney, felt a sudden blow to his right hand. Looking down, he dropped the rifle he was carrying in that hand to see two fingers had been neatly severed by a bullet and were lying on the ground nearby. He was almost incredulous that any of the regulars( shots had found him, then realized it was just an unlucky stray shot ( he couldn’t have been seen from the sentry booth. He quickly picked up his fingers, putting them into his breast pocket, then untied his bandana and wrapped it tightly about his injured hand. 

The blood pulsed out through the fabric and he realized he was going to leave an easy to follow trail, unless he could do a better job of binding his wound up. He had little time, as a bullet whizzed past above his heads, splintering a branch. As the leaves fell, he darted to the side of the path and followed a small, deep dell down the slope paralleling the path. 

Thick, old Yews arched across, their branches intertwining above the fern and rock-strewn slopes. He slung both rifles across his shoulders and committed to the darkness ahead. There was almost no light, so he ran instinctively, holding his hands out before him, dodging branches and rocks in the bottom of the dell. As he ran breathlessly, he stripped off his jacket and shirt, wrapping the shirt about the hand in an overhand knot and pulling hard with the good hand on one sleeve with the other in his teeth, until no fresh blood could be felt on the surface or coursing down his arm.
He pulled his jacket back on, running all the while. Branches whipped across his eyes, stinging his face. He was growing tired, but he pressed on until the sound of rifle fire and shouts disappeared behind him. The exhaustion was on him and he stumbled, tripping over a heavy branch lying across the dell. He lost his footing and fell headlong into a large boulder in the crevice between two large trees. As he fell, he had twisted sideways, so that as he lost consciousness, he rolled into the tall ferns to side of the larger tree. Silence closed over him. The excitement was over for this night, so the woods settled back into its evening slumber.
Chapter Twenty-Four
His sturdy horse began to complain about the steepness of the sloping road. Sliding along the deep ruts, he could see the muddy surface was no help, either, so Mallory decided to pull over to the side at the next logical pasture. The sounds of gunfire had faded an hour before, as had the sounds in his gut. 

He still felt queasy, though and somehow had lost the water bottle from O(Flaherty(s bag. He was still sweating lightly too, from the fear of being shot by the sentry and was still amazed that all the bullets had missed him. His thirst was terrible, though and like the answer to a prayer, a small bridge loomed up through the darkness ahead, he drove the cart off the road where it widened slightly before the bridge abutments. 

There was a little tall grass growing along the road here and as he climbed down off the cart, he hobbled the horse, which had already begun grazing. Mallory looked both ways cautiously, and then noticed how deep the narrow ravine was that the road crossed here. He suddenly recognized the place from his memory and crossing the road, checked on the far side of the bridge for the iron ring and rope that had always been here since he was a boy. He was not disappointed and found it easily by feel. 

He also remembered that there was a pasture across the bridge where the slope flattened for a bit, that was protected by a stand of thorn bushes and Yews. He walked back to the cart, removed the rope hobble and drove the cart across the bridge and into the trees at the side of the road, where a narrow road had once crossed. It was impossible to see any detail and he navigated through the thicket by following an open patch above him where the sky could just be seen: lighter than the surrounding woods. In a few minutes, the sky opened up and he again hobbled the horse who immediately resumed his dinner. 

The cart was now about 100 yards off the road, at the top of a steep slope above a low stone wall, if he remembered correctly. The first thing to do was to try to find the water bottle. He went back to the cart seat and found it wedged under the driver(s side, stuck in an open floorboard. It was a miracle it hadn(t fallen through!  

He held it tightly, and carefully re-traced his way back to the bridge and the rope, where he carefully secured the bottle in a deep coat pocket and climbed down the wet, rocky slope by memory alone, hanging onto the rope. The night was dark again, as the moon slid behind a bank of clouds, but the slope was as he remembered it and the rope came to its end on a broad, flat rock that angled into the water. This had been a good fishing spot, with a deep pool here where the big ones hid, waiting for their prey. 

He felt along the rock until his hands were wet, then filled the bottle with cool mountain water, re-corking it tightly. He also remembered that there was a shelter of sorts under the bridge, where the road arched over the ravine and glancing around to make sure he couldn’t be seen, found a stub of a candle in his pocket. He lit it carefully with a safety match and shielding it with his cupped hand, climbed back up the slope, ducking under the bridge at the last moment. 

It was a deep shelter and dry here. He saw in the feeble light, the remnants of a small fire and two or three spent candle stubs which told him that the fishing was still pretty good. He also began to realize that this might be a good spot to spend the night. He hoped all had gone well for the boys, back at the barracks, but he was much too tired to continue any farther, so he climbed out and back up to the road, crossed it again and found the faint path through the thicket. 

He heard the horse before he saw him and reaching out, removed the cart poles from the stays in the horse(s collar. They fell to the soft ground and the horse, still hobbled, walked slowly out of them. Mallory picked up the poles and stood between them, walking around in a circle until he was facing the downhill direction, then began walking down the gentle slope, pulling the old cart behind him. 

Each time he rolled over a furrow or rock, the cart creaked loudly, which unnerved Mallory, but quickly he saw the old wall looming faintly ahead of him. He stopped the cart just above the wall, then circled back around the other way, leaving the cart with its poles facing uphill. 

He then walked to the wall and lifted the first stone he felt. It was heavy, but not too heavy, placing it on the top of the stone to its right. He removed O(Flaherty(s bag from the cart seat, tying it to his belt. He then judged how wide the cart might be and paced off the distance to the left, adding an extra pace. Here he also lifted out a stone, placing it to the left and here he began removing stones from the wall, as many as he could, all the way down to the ground, four or five courses. He piled them up nearby, in the darkness. 

After a half hour of strenuous work, he had cleared enough of the wall that he could push the cart through the opening. Since his memory had been fairly accurate to this point, he had no reason to believe that the deep ravine had changed upstream, where he now stood and recalled that at some point upstream from the bridge, the ravine deepened and turned slightly south. He hoped he had come close to passing this point and with a mighty heave, shoved the cart over the remnant of the wall.
It put up a loud creaking and groaning, but bounced over slowly, hesitating at the top of the ravine, before it began to roll downhill, picking up speed. The woods filled with the creaks and groans, then the sounds of splintering wood and breaking branches as it crashed, at full speed down through the wooded portion of the ravine slope, finally launching itself into the air for the final trip down to the stream below, oily kegs and blankets flying. The woods resounded for a moment with the terrible, splintering crash as it found the rocks below, then with a few more, smaller ones in rapid succession as the kegs found the rocks. 

Mallory was surprised it had been so loud and was terrified that if anyone was following him, they probably had heard it. He had intended to rebuild the wall, but now there was no time to lose and he quickly found the horse, leading him through the thicket to the bridge. After making sure there was no one about, he crossed the horse over the road and led him into the woods past the abutment. 

Mallory tied the horse securely to an ash tree, hidden behind a stand of Yews and laurels. He hobbled him as well and left him there for the night. He climbed back down under the bridge and as the soothing sounds of the stream lulled his to sleep, wrapped in his long coat, he thanked God for His protection and asked for a bit more if He wouldn’t mind.
Chapter Twenty-Five
Dawn melted into the woods slowly as the mists swirled and a few birds called out. The light was soft and grey and it added only a little bit of visibility to the wet ground at the bottom of the dell. Gerry Tunney moaned, then rolled over a bit, putting his face right into a wet clump of dank moss.
The shock woke him instantly, but as soon as he was awake, he noticed that his head felt only slightly better than his throbbing hand and arm. His injured hand had landed beneath him as he fell, so it had been pressed into the soft, spongy ground as he slept, but awake, it let him know that he would pay for his bravado the evening before. 
As he rubbed his eyes and tried to sit up, he found himself wedged under the roots of a large yew, making any movement difficult. Out of the corner of one eye he suddenly saw motion and his mind sprang to attention, fearing he(d been found by the regulars, but as his eyes slowly focused, he saw that it was only a dark brown weasel, moving away from him. It looked back once with it(s beady black eyes before jumping over the bank and it had something in it(s greedy jaws. Gerry couldn’t quite make out what it was the weasel was carrying off, then, with a sick, sinking feeling, he realized that the nasty thing had taken one of his poor fingers!

  He felt at his jacket pocket and sure enough, only one curled finger remained inside. He was filled with horror and revulsion at the thought of a part of himself being eaten by so vile an animal and a shudder passed through his entire body. He struggled to push himself into a sitting position so he could take stock of his condition and think about what to do next. The dizziness filled his head and his damaged hand throbbed, just to remind him of the night he’d had.
Morning sunlight began to fill up the sides of the dell, but he saw that it was almost completely shaded by over arching yews. A profusion of mosses and ferns grew here, as well as some laurels, providing him good cover. He looked at his poor blood soaked shirt and the sad, mangled thing that used to be his hand. With caution, he removed the knotted shirt, unwinding it with his good hand. It was truly soaked with blood, but underneath, the bandana was dry and the bleeding had stopped. 

Tunney knew he(d lost a lot of blood and would not be very strong, but still he knew he had many miles to cover through the woods and down the mountain trails to get back to Ballyfiggin. In his other pocket, he had wrapped up a small loaf of bread and a cheese, which he unwrapped and devoured. 

Looking about his surroundings, he saw a stout, vertical dead branch rising from the base of the yew he was under and rising, broke it off by pushing against it with his shoulder. It was still supple and as a walking staff, would help him get home. 

The rifles were still slung across his back and he felt inside his jacket for additional rounds of ammunition ( in case he needed to defend himself. Four rounds left. Un-slinging the rifles, he found them both in good condition, despite his fall and saw that one magazine held four more rounds, while the other had but one remaining.
(Not much fire power,” he laughed, aloud. Still, he was alive and only slightly injured ( it could have been much worse and his thoughts turned to his compatriots, the volunteers. He hoped that all were home safe and uninjured. He had a good feeling about the success of the operation, as he had seen that the regulars had been pinned down almost the entire duration. 

He thought of returning home, his mother and his sister, who must be very worried and wondered how he(d explain his missing fingers. After getting his bearings, he stood and began to descend along the floor of the dell. It soon widened into a sheltered valley and he began climbing the far slope to get a better view of where he was. His stomach growled for more breakfast and it reminded him of the odd noise last night at the circle before the operation began. 

With a tense smile on his face, he finally mounted the top of the ridge and finding a break in the trees further down, was able to look out over the valley and the road away to the West.  He determined that he had come about a mile off the road and was well on his way to the woods trail that would lead him home. He looked out once more for any sign that he was followed, then turned back towards the ridge and climbed down the other side.
Chapter Twenty-Six
O(Flaherty sat at the stool in his workroom, once more counting the rifles that lay nearby on the floor. Besides the few old relics they were able to muster last night, they now had 28 new rifles. With a satisfied smile, he looked over at the steel munitions boxes stacked against the wall. They each held more than 500 rounds and he had ten of them. As the rest of the boys made it home, over the next few days, he(d get the final report of casualties or injury. He didn(t think anyone had been shot, but still hadn(t heard from the fellows who(d been set at the Northern firing position, or from Mallory or Tunney, who(d been noted as missing almost immediately. 

He wasn(t really worried, Still, he didn(t want to have to go looking for either of them. What was called for was business as usual, no extra pints at the pub, or brave, boastful words. This was the time to lay low and wait for the response of the regulars, if any was to come. He thought of how poorly commanded they had been and despite their differing politics, felt sorry for the danger they’d been placed in by their less than stellar officers. 
He rubbed his sore knuckles through the bandage he(d wrapped over the injury last night, telling his wife he(d skinned them on a stubborn keg when she had asked this morning. He thought of the two stalwart soldiers he(d laid low in the armory room and hoped he(d see them soon to thank them again, in person, if it was safe to do so. After all, the success of the operation was because of their efforts. Of course, all those involved had come through with courage and good instincts under fire, but the two men he(d decked were like himself: professionals ( long term brothers in arms and he felt a keen bond with them. 

He was especially pleased with the Yank(s performance. He had volunteered to take Sullivan(s firing position as one of the last two men to disengage. It was clear that he could back up his talk with action, as well as money. Folding his arms over his chest, he relaxed for a moment. Yes, it had been a fine operation, from start to finish, goods in hand, with no one killed that he knew of( on either side!

His thoughts turned to the immediate problem ( finding a secure storage location for the volunteers( growing arsenal. He had but one additional empty hogshead barrel to store the rifles in, but no good location for the ammunition at all. He rubbed his chin and wondered whether John Sullivan should be called to task based on his not showing up last night. Maybe, thought the butcher, Sullivan would have either a secure place himself, or an idea. He realized that he(d have to pay the Inn a visit. They had been such good customers of late, he(d have to bring the whole family for dinner!

****
John Sullivan sat behind his desk, dealing with his guilty feelings. He(d stayed in bed too long that morning and his head was still full of cobwebs. He(d heard nothing about the operation ( no sirens heard, troop carriers, or late-night emergency doctor calls. He hoped all the volunteers were unharmed; he worried about who might have covered his spot with Gerry Tunney.  

He was concerned because no one else was as handy with a rifle at range; and range was what they needed to provide a safe exit for the two in the southerly firing position. He had no way of finding out any news at all until at least next Tuesday, when he would again find a pretext to get away for the follow up meeting. Then he thought of Kate, who had been out of bed, dressing when he woke up. She had seemed much better this morning and for that he was thankful, but he still wished he(d been able to do his duty. 

Kate came through the door from the front desk and asked (How(s the order going? Are you feeling all right, husband?” Her look conveyed concern and he nodded, replying (Oh, I(m fine, I was just thinking about the missing meat. It(s terrible to have an unknown thief in your midst. Who can we trust?” He shook his head slowly and added, voice raised (If I find out who is responsible ( I(ll thrash them to an inch of their very lives!” He punctuated the statement by slamming the palm of his hand down hard on the desk top. The impact shook the pictures on the wall. 

Kate, startled by her husband(s anger, said she had good news for him. (It(s all back in the cold locker!”  
(What(s all back?” 
(The Meat! All our missing meat was returned last night while we slept! Even the sausages!” She put her hands out to him (All of your worry and anger can be put away, now! I guess the thief had an attack of conscience!”  

He stood with a curious half-grin on his face and asked (Are you sure?” 

She replied (As sure as you(re standing there! The cook told me she found the locker door unlocked and the meat all put back when she came in to light the stoves early this morning. Every single bit of it, according to your last order, all in fine shape. She said it was a miracle!” 

John agreed that a miracle was what it was. He was glad that the ongoing battle between himself and the cook would cool off a little. He opened his ledger book and began searching the cost columns for the meat order, against the dinner revenues column, squinting his eyes until she handed him his reading spectacles from the desktop. Without looking up, he remarked (even the emergency order of mutton didn(t set us back much, we(ll make it up over the weekend, if the weather gets any better and we get a few clear days.” 

He looked up at his wife, beaming and said (Thank you, dear, sweet wife! My heart was sore and you have healed it!”  
Kate walked over and gave her husband a solid kiss, thanking him for looking after her while she was feeling ill. (I(m not sure what it was, at all ( maybe just a light bout with the grippe, but I feel almost like myself today. You relax a little if you can, you(ve put a hard day behind you” She turned and left his behind his desk, thinking I hope that(s not all we put behind you as she turned the knob and closed the door behind her.
Kate came up to the desk just as Claire and her children came down the stairs. She smiled broadly at her co-conspirator and gave her the thumbs up sign. All was well, their ruse had worked and not even the cook suspected anything beyond the story!  Claire told the children where to sit and approached the desk, saying quietly, in case John were lurking about (Now what do we do with the pistols?” 

Kate whispered (I can(t throw them away ( they mean too much to him, but I can keep them hidden. So far he hasn(t noticed they(re missing, or at least hasn(t mentioned it to me.” 

Claire gave her a wink and then joined the children at the table in the dining room. Finn and Paddy came down last, wishing Kate a especially fine morning, Finn also winking at her as he passed. Pat and Maeve made it downstairs with their brood a few minutes later and as Pat ushered them all into the dining room, Maeve made her way over to the desk and looking about carefully for John asked (Where is he?” 

Kate pointed behind her to the office and then thanked Maeve for her help earlier that morning. (He doesn’t suspect a thing, in fact, he acted like the news that the meat was returned, was just the tonic he needed. He had appeared to be worried or unhappy, but it cleared up right away.” Kate added (Let(s hope it’s over for a good long while ( or forever!” Maeve agreed. 
Chapter Twenty-Seven
Gerry Tunney walked out of the woods a bloody, muddy mess. The path left the trees and crossed a field owned by his neighbor. He limped over to the nearest stone wall, then continued down it(s length to the road back to his home. After a side trip to their barn to safely hide the rifles, he limped over to their lane and up towards the house. When his sister saw him coming up their lane, she shouted to their mother, who ran out the front door, about to embrace him until she saw his condition. She gave him a quick kiss on his cheek where it wasn(t muddy or bloody, then whacked him sharply with her open palm on the head. 
(And where have you been all night? At the Pubs, from the looks of you. Did you get into a fracas with someone? Where(s your shirt? You(re a mess!  Well! Can you speak at all?”  

Gerry lifted his injured hand in it(s dark, bloody wrapping, saying (I went with a friend to move some firewood off the mountain and we drove the cart into a ditch ( I lost two fingers between a wheel and a large rock!”  

Her demeanor changed instantly (Oh! My poor son!  Let me look after your poor hand!” 
She put her arm around him and led him to the front door. His younger sister peered around the door from inside and began to cry when she saw his sorry state and injury. Gerry and his mother went inside and the door closed. One of the missing accounted for. That left Mallory.
####

Mallory was awakened by the sound of several heavy motor trucks passing above him on the bridge. He carefully crept over near the edge of the bridge wall and looked up in the hope of getting a glimpse. He withdrew his head quickly. His worst fears were confirmed. It was a column of Irish Free State troop carriers headed North, up the mountain road. 

To be sure, he could not know if they were actively searching for him or not, but he could take no chances. The sun was already up over the ridge line, so he judged that it was late. He would have no time to rebuild that wall now. He waited until some time had passed after the last carrier passed over head, then crept out, climbed up the slope using the rope and ran to the Yew thicket where the horse stood exactly as he had been left. Mallory was about to climb on to ride him away, when he realized that if he were seen riding a horse with a heavy collar on, it might raise suspicion. 

He removed the collar and almost put it back on the horse when he thought about what it would cost him to replace it, but the cost was worth his neck, after all. He took it over to the bridge and dropped it into the stream below, then let his old cap fall as well. Then, he took off his heavy coat and folded it up, placing it over the horse(s back.
Standing atop the bridge wall, he climbed up on the broad back of the horse and slapping the gathered reins, turned back South, towards Ballyfiggin. There was a side road, which met the Mountain road a few miles from here. This is the way he would turn to return home. It would take him clear of the barracks and while it might mean a few extra miles on the road, he(d be less visible.
He plodded along for a half hour or so, then took the horse off the road for a drink of water. As the animal drank from a small boggy pond, two heavily armored troop carriers disturbed the quiet morning, rushing past them with roaring engines, throwing up great clumps of mud and rock. 

He watched them disappear down the road, in the same direction he was heading. It gave him some comfort that they hadn(t been bothered to even slow down to take a look as they passed. He remained convinced that the sentry hadn(t gotten a clear view of him ( at least not clear enough for a telling description. He mounted the horse again, ( it was harder without a wall to climb upon, but finally he was seated atop the animal. He was lucky to have long legs, he mused, as his legs could handle the width of the animal(s back ( a shorter man would have his legs sticking straight out on either side and the ridiculous image put a smile on his face as he trotted down the muddy road.
After a quarter hour, he saw the stones marking where the side road came in. Without anyone in sight, he was greatly relieved as he turned onto the small road and in a few minutes time, he could no longer be seen from the main road. The side road was heavily treed and in places, the branches crossed overhead, forming a sheltering tunnel of green. Here, he felt safer, but knew he would not be completely safe for some time. He longed to renew his routine mail deliveries, even the monotonous sorting was better than having the army after you!  

The sun continued to rise and some of the cloud cover gave way to a few patches of blue sky where a few gulls could be seen wheeling about. He heard the calls of the occasional crow from the woods as he passed and once thought he caught sight of a deer, but with the exception of a farmer who tipped his cap, taking a cartload of peat home from his cutting bog, he neither saw nor heard another soul all day.      
Chapter Twenty-Eight
The first carrier pulled over to the side of the road just past the bridge with a squeal of brakes. After scouring the road all the way to Killane and back to Ballyfiggin, nothing at all had been found, not a single trace.  Finally, the lieutenant from the barracks spotted the crushed grass trail of a cart heading into a thicket just past the bridge over what the local farmers called Duffy(s Creek. The track, it turned out, passed through a shallow Yew woods and came out into an open field. The grass was pretty well marked, where a cart had been turned. Recently, he wagered, from the age of the horse shite on the ground. 

The tracks then led to a breech in the fieldstone wall over the creek ravine, where it looked as though it had been pushed over the side. The trees on the embankment were broken and splintered by something crashing through them at speed, but the bottom of the slope and the creek bed were not visible from their position. 

(This is where it went over” The Lieutenant told the Captain. I suppose it(s unusual for a farmer to push a cart over the side of a cliff ( it must be last night(s cart, but we(ll have to go down to make sure.” 

 The Captain ordered three soldiers to accompany the lieutenant down to check. (Be sure you have proof, mind you” he told his subordinate.
(Yes sir! I shall do my best, sir, but I believe that this is where the cart went over the side.” he replied with confidence. 

Twice the search party attempted the climb down the path of destruction, but had to stop at the edge of the precipice. They moved up the creek banks, towards the bridge, but were rebuffed by the steepness until one of the soldiers remaining back with the main party had been ordered to look around the bridge itself for a way down and found the ring and the rope. 

Word was passed down to the lieutenant, who already tired and muddy from the failed attempts, walked back to the bridge with his search party, to descend this time, easily to the rocks along the creek bed. One of his younger men noticed the dark sheltering spot under the bridge. When he climbed up to investigate, came back down with a candle stub. 

(He might have camped here last night ( it looks like it(s a regular shelter for anglers.”  The lieutenant smiled, ordering them up the creek towards the spot where he believed the cart would be found.(Good work, soldier” he said to the young private, who blushed and rushed to catch up with his friends ahead. 

In a half hour, a shout went out and the lieutenant followed, over the boulders and through the dark water. As he neared the advance party, he noticed an oily sheen on the surface of the creek water and knew that they had indeed found the culprit cart. Up ahead, as he climbed along the bend in the creek, he began to see rubbish strewn in the water. Broken barrel and keg staves, an oily blanket, a full keg, lying on its side in the oily water the refuse spread over a broad swath of the creek and its uphill bank. 

There, in the middle, it(s broken wheels rising at divergent angles from the creek water, lay the cart ( or what was left of it. The stains from the incendiary oil were everywhere along it(s bottom, although the floorboards were mostly gone, having rotted out from what he could tell, as he inspected it. It lay in about two feet of water and had been broken up at impact, the heavy wheels having driven right into the muddy creek bottom. Nearby, a large dead trout floated upside down, caught in an eddy and the lieutenant wondered if it had been unlucky enough to have been killed by the cart ( he also reminded himself to try his hand at fishing this creek in the future if that fish was any indication.
He took up an oil soaked barrel stave and a section of the cart(s side. No paint had been on it for quite some time, but the oily streaks on what would have been the inside of the bed were unmistakable. This was the proof the Captain wanted. As he clambered back to the bridge, over mossy boulders and past reeds, he was proud of his men, who despite their lack of experience under fire, had found telling clues and important evidence so quickly after an insurgents attack. 

He was confident that they would have most of their culprits cold, in a few days at most. He looked forward to the chase ( it would be a lot more satisfying than lying terrified on the ground under a well-planned crossfire. 

Mallory, meanwhile, having passed through the rugged hills on this route, slowed his horse(s gait and began to descend towards home. The trees gave way soon to open, rolling pasturelands and after making one sharp turn around a field(s corner, the sea became visible for a moment, down at the mouth of the spreading valley he was entering. He(d be home before dark and the grip of his empty stomach would ease over a hearty meal. He had given his wife an involved story that explained his delivering the old cart to one of the butcher(s customers ( they wanted to scrap it for the wheels, of all things!  Anyway, he was getting home a little later than he had told her to expect him, but he was confident that she wouldn’t be angry. 

As he trotted past a small farmhouse on a knoll, in serious need of a coat of whitewash, he heard the roar of an approaching motor truck, so as a measure of prudence, he walked the horse up the small lane and dismounted at the corner of the small house. No smoke was curling upwards from the single chimney, so he assumed there was no one home, but the door opened, just as two troop carriers roared past on their way up the valley. 

He turned slowly, to watch them pass and then asked the old fellow at the door ( (Mr. Feeley, might you spare a man and thirsty horse a bit of water” 
Mr. Feeley, bent and seriously nearsighted turned, and went back into the room returning slowly with his spectacles. He squinted up at Mallory for a moment, then said (Postman ( you(re the postman! Of course, come right in.” and with a grand sweep of the hand, waved Mallory inside. 

Mallory, pausing to whisper an entrance blessing, looked around the small, mostly bare room. He thought to himself that he was glad he remembered the old fellow(s name. Feeley did not get but maybe three or four letters each year, so he was not a regular customer and his small farmhouse was located at the Northern edge of his weekly long route. Feeley slowly hobbled over to the dry sink at the back of the room, where using a long-handled ladle cup to dip into a large stoneware vessel, brought up a drink of water for the postman.
He offered the ladle to Mallory who accepted it with a smile and drank it down in one draught. (I(d offer you a wee nip of spirits, but I don(t keep any here anymore ( too dear, you know” said Feeley, then adding (There(s a handle pump out back and a small tank for your horse. Would you care to join me for a bite to eat? ( I heard your stomach agree already.”  

Mallory said no, he had to get home, but he thanked the old man just the same and told him he(d stop by in a week or so. Feeley(s eyes lit up at the prospect of a visitor, then asked Mallory (A man might wonder why the army would be running all over these hills, don(t you think? They(ve already passed by here once today!”  

Mallory nodded and said ( they’re probably just trying to keep busy ( no more Brits to shoot!” Both men laughed, then Mallory took his leave and walked the horse around for a drink. He was grateful that Feeley had been home after all. It gave him good cover as the army units passed; obviously looking for someone on the road wearing a long coat and a cap, or with difficulties about the bowels! He smiled at the thought, as his stomach rumbled again. 

Chapter Twenty-Nine
Finn and Paddy loaded the cart with the goods from market, atop a stack of empty wool bale bags, from the top of the loading dock. They piled up the satchels and valises, along with a bundle of firewood, tied them down, then covered the cart bed with a canvas tarpaulin. Paddy tied it snugly at the corner posts, to rings set in the sturdy wood. Claire was busy handing the twins off to Pat and Maeve, who were already overwhelmed trying to round up all of their children and get them safely into the back seat of their vehicle

The O’Derrick(s automobile, already fully loaded with luggage and O’Derricks, idled nearby, awaiting their turn to follow the Quinns out of the courtyard and up the road to their ancestral homelands. Claire kissed each twin twice, then she kissed Maeve and thanked her again for looking after them. She reassured Pat that they(d be perfectly fine on the road and then almost forgetting, turned back to ask Maeve to start a fire up in her house.
(What do you think sister, that my sense has deserted me? Of course I(ll do that and tell that husband of yours not to worry over the sheep either ( we(ll feed them if they need it, too!” 

She gave Claire, the worrier, a big hug and then climbed into the passenger(s seat as Pat turned the engine over. With cheery goodbyes and waves, both vehicles pulled out of the Inn(s courtyard on their way North. Finn, Claire and Paddy climbed up onto the cart(s seat, Finn slapped the reins across their horse(s back and with a lurch they were off as well. John and Kate waved their goodbyes from the loading dock. 

The day threatened rain, so Claire made sure they oilskins were handy, just behind her, as well as the enormous lunch basket, packed by Kate, for the journey home. Paddy spoke first, excited about the Cousins visiting the farm for the first time and expressing a little disappointment that they would not be there to see it themselves. 

(You(re right, son, it would be a sight to remember, but I made Pat promise that there will be no tours taken until we return, tomorrow.”  

Claire remarked that she wasn(t sure that Cora would be satisfied to wait.(She looks like she likes to walk”, Claire said. 

Finn nodded, saying (She does have the look of someone who can cover some ground on her own feet. The girls, on the other hand ...why they(re much too pretty to walk in the countryside! They might even get a little mud on those fine shoes of theirs!” 

He laughed at his own joke and Paddy joined in too, until Claire shot them both disapproving glances, saying (You two hush that nonsense ( your Cousins are just not used to country ways yet. I know their mother would not have raised three clever daughters with no grit.” 

Paddy thought for a minute then said to his father, (Well, Mam(s right ( they have to get used to things we’re already used to ( but they do ask an awful lot of questions all the time.”  

Finn smiled, patting his son on his shoulders. He remembered the hopeless look on Paddy(s face as all three girls pressed in about him after dinner the first night together. The three towered over Paddy, all freshly scrubbed, in pretty lace dresses with their hair shining and tied up in bright green ribbons. They all spoke at once and Paddy had a little difficulty with the strange, hard sound of their accented speech, but he tried to answer each question in order, properly, but after a time, the questions piled up and his answers overlapped until he had looked up at his father with a pleading expression that said simply (Da, save me!”  

Finn chuckled and gave his son a hug. This was a feeling he knew well enough, remembering his days in school with Claire and her friends who would torment him constantly with questions about his sheep!  Well, he knew Paddy would figure it all out soon enough. But he had to agree with Paddy ( they were much too pretty to walk in the pastures.
The road turned up towards the hills to the North, following along the floor of a narrow dell then running between old stone walls marking a succession of pastures and fields. Not just a few were showing strong crops growing in the warm breeze. Potatoes, of course, but also grains and some vegetable patches passed as they rode the bouncing cart along. Claire was feeling guilty about having neglected her garden for the past four days and asked Finn if he thought the gate would remain closed in her absence. 

(Of course, you worrywart! Once I fix things, they stay fixed!” he boasted. 

She laughed out loud at him, remembering how many times he had replaced the latch, but she kept that to herself. 

Paddy had fallen asleep leaning against his father as they rounded the corner where the road began to rise over the sea. It was a lovely sight ( the seabirds rising and the patches of bright lacy sunlight falling on the shining water, the dark islands lying low on the horizon. They rode on for a spell, until the breeze began to blow a little colder and the sky began to grow a little darker. 

Soon, Claire was fussing with the tarpaulin as she tried to retrieve the oilskins from behind her in time to prevent a thorough soaking. The drops were beginning to fall just as she woke Paddy to pull his over his head. Soon, they were being pelted with streams of water pouring off the peaked visor brims over their faces. The road surface was running like a river of mud, blasted by the raindrops into a forest of thousands of spiky splashes. The horse began to labor uphill and Finn began to have trouble seeing the road much beyond the horse(s nose.
Up ahead, he saw the large ash tree, with it(s picnic table and motioned to Claire that they would go beneath for a little shelter. She agreed, saying (It(s not much, but we can’t see anything anyway, so we might as well rest until this passes.” 

Paddy had gone back to sleep ( rain and all, against his mother. Finn drove the cart off the road and under the spreading tree, where it(s thick canopy did shelter them ( at least from the worst of it. Without the loud patter of raindrops against the hoods of their oilskins, they could at least hear each other speak. 

Finn began to speak of the nearly averted troubles that John had put himself into and Claire told Finn about taking Kate to pray at the sacred well. 

(She will never be the same, after seeing it ( she said so herself!” Claire replied. 

Finn nodded, thinking of the many ways that they were not the same ( and all the ways they remained unchanged, since his finding the relic, all those years before.(I can well understand her saying that” said Finn (We(re never sure how we will react when we’re up against something unknown ( just remember me trying to learn to read!”  

Claire smiled and replied (you were the best student I ever had.”  

Finn said (probably the only student you ever had ( oh, until you began the tutoring of Kate Sullivan!” 

As they sat atop the cart, the horse grazing on the nearby grasses, they were startled by the sudden cawing of a group of crows, which had also come to rest in the ash above their heads. Claire looked up and down the road for whatever had started them up. Sure enough, in a few seconds, they heard the roar of heavy vehicle engines on the grade below them, then breaking out of the rain, the first of two army troop carriers. As they drew abreast of the tree, they slowed, then turned off the road, coming to a stop abreast and slightly ahead of the cart, preventing Finn from leaving, should the rain let up. The horse began rearing, frightened by the sound and sudden appearance of these machines. Finn quieted him, as the passenger door on the nearest vehicle opened and a uniformed man climbed down, removing his hat when he saw Claire. 

(Lieutenant McGowan, Ma(am and Sir!” he made his introduction, then noticed Paddy(s curled up form against his mother, adding (And you, too, young sir!” as Paddy(s eyes squinted awake. 

(Good day to you, sir” replied Finn, asking how they could be of help to the army. 

(Do you live in these parts?” The officer seemed relieved when Finn mentioned that they were from a bit farther North, along this road.(We(ve been to market in Ballyfiggin and are returning home to tend our sheep.” 

The officer paced along the side of the cart and eyed the bulging shapes under the tarpaulin. He then told them the story of the attack, two days before, at his barracks, over near Killane. (...a group of shameless brigands, doubtlessly.” He concluded. 

Paddy(s eyes grew round and as he sat up hearing the word brigands, he took more notice. He saw that there were armed troops beneath the canvas covers behind the cabs of each truck ( real rifles could be seen poking through the opening in the rear of the truck ahead of them! A soldier(s hand pulled the flap open and he was met with the smiles of six young men seated with their rifles between their legs. The one holding the cover back waved with his free hand and Paddy waved back, with a big grin.
(...so you see”, the officer went on, (with the evidence we have now, we are looking for any additional information to help us in locating the men who perpetrated this violence. Have you seen or heard anything over the past few days that might have concerned you, or given you reason to believe something like this was brewing?” He waited as Finn and Claire looked at each other with wondering looks. 

Paddy then spoke up.(We see lots of stranger people at market, every few weeks when we go into the town. You(re the first… Irish soldiers I(ve ever seen around here!” 

The officer and several of the troops in the carrier laughed and he replied (Well, son, unless you want to grow up to join us, I hope we(ll be the last soldiers you spot on these roads, for a good long time.”  

Then he repeated the question to Finn and also to Claire, but both replied that they had been so busy with the wool sale and the market they really hadn(t noticed anything unusual, or seen any strangers. Finn offered, (we all live simple lives in these parts ( even Ballyfiggin is pretty quiet. I(d be very surprised to hear of any violence brewing there ( besides violence against a taproom barkeep that pulls less than a full pint!”  

The officer nodded; thanking them for their help (We appreciate your taking time from your journey to assist us. “Now ..( he said, looking at the back of the cart, (would you mind removing the cover so I can check your load?” 

Finn frowned a bit, not used to being searched like a common criminal.(Paddy, pull back the canvas for the lieutenant.” he asked, then, sternly (Lieutenant, we carry nothing other than empty wool bale bags, groceries and a few odds and ends from market, but you(re welcome to search through our few possessions if you suspect us of any crime.” 

The officer flushed, replying (Of course not, sir! Please understand, I(m under orders to check everything passing along these roads for contraband items ( it(s my job, sir, to protect Ireland from her enemies, even the ones who live here!”  Finn nodded and helped Paddy climb down. 

After a quick inventory of their cargo, including S.H. -- sitting up and growling, he turned back to Finn and said (my own father raised quite a few sheep dogs and I can see good breeding in yours. Do you mind telling me where she came from?” 

Finn smiled proudly, (You have a good eye for a good dog, sir” and told him the story of his mother(s kindness and S.H.(s long, honored bloodline. 

(Well, you have a fine dog” he repeated, reaching out to pat S.H.(s head, then pulling his hand back when it was clear that the dog was not too pleased with the intrusion.(What(s his name?” he asked and Finn always ready to oblige, replied (Shite head!” (What did you say?” McGowan asked, angrily. 

Finn repeated the name, then quickly explained it was in memory of a joke he(d shared with his father many years before, God rest his soul. 

Satisfied, his color returning to normal, the officer turned back to climb in the cab of the truck. Paddy looked up at the soldiers in the back, who were stifling laughter themselves. The one holding the cover smiled and waved, then gave Paddy the thumbs up gesture and let the flap fall. Paddy pulled the cover back over S.H. and their goods, as the trucks left in a roar of engines and spray of wet, muddy water and tore up the road heading North.
(Do you suppose they(ll make Pat and Cousin Franklin stop for their inspection? Claire asked. 

Finn nodded as he slapped the reins to resume the trip, adding (They had better treat everyone with respect, though, or attorney Quinn will have them all re-assigned to the North pole!”  

Paddy shivered, thinking how cold it would be to have to drive around in the back of a truck with all the ice and snow he imagined the North pole had to offer. 

Claire replied (Lieutenant McGowan seems like a fellow who knows how to keep his manners. I don(t think there(ll be any trouble ( besides, Pat(s not a hot head anyway.”
The road ran with small streams of muddy water, but the rain had stopped for the time being. They threw off their oilskins and Claire spread them over the tarp to dry out while the cart bounced along. As the sunlight warmed the canvas, it began to steam. She also broke out the basket of food and soon was handing big heavy sandwiches of beef and cabbage to her two men, who ate heartily. She was finishing up her sandwich when she saw the shadow of a large bird fly across the road ahead of them. Looking up, she found it, high overhead. It was a huge black raven and seeing it made her shudder. 

(See him, (way up there?” she asked Paddy, who squinted, shading his eyes with his hand. (I see it, Mam!” 

(He(s following us, I think” she told Paddy, adding (It always makes me a little anxious when I see one of them too nearby. They usually don(t much like people, but this one has taken a liking to us, it seems.”  

Finn caught her comments and said (but we(re not going to let a silly bird bring down our spirits on our trip home. Why, even the sun has come out to warm us up!” 

Sure enough, the clouds were pulling away and the air was warming quickly. Out to the west, the sun was lighting up the waves until they shone like a rows of diamonds. Claire put her face up to catch the warming rays, but still, she kept hearing the call of the raven, high overhead. As they passed open fields on either side of the cart, the wet, grassy ground was steaming as it warmed up as were the stone walls along the road. 

To Paddy, it felt like the whole world had just awakened after a nap. Other bird(s voices began to sing and the cries of seabirds rose above the soft plopping noise of their horse(s hooves in the mud. Claire began to smile as her face warmed in the sun. Finn was right, she thought ( I(m not going to let a raven tell me how to feel.
The soft sounds and warm sunlight, as well as the heavy lunch made her sleepy, so she snuggled up against her husband and fell asleep to the rhythm of the horse(s hooves and the bouncing of the cart. Finn put his arm around her and drew her in closer and began to quietly hum one of the old tunes Claire knew. Somehow, as she slept, the tune mingled with her dream. 

She was walking down a long, stone hallway and began to hear the tune played by a piper up ahead, so she sped up faster and faster, to find the piper and enjoy the music. As she began to draw near and the sound of the music became louder, the hallway lengthened under her feet! She tried to run, but no matter how fast she ran the hallway only grew longer and the music grew louder, but she got no closer to its end. 

She could just make out an open doorway up ahead at the end of the hallway, but got no closer. Finally, in frustration, she stopped and sat down upon the stone floor. As she did, two things happened.
First, the music stopped and was replaced by the voices from the Great Hall, telling her in their hollow, ancient tongue (All things are not yet ready, all men are not yet of good heart. Guard your gate well.” The chant repeated and repeated and then suddenly, a large raven emerged flying from the opened doorway at the end of the hall and flew straight at her! 

Finn heard Claire moan in her sleep and felt her body stiffen and shift. He was concerned that she might be having an unpleasant dream, so he attempted to wake her, knowing from experience that she was a very sound sleeper. After shaking her shoulder three times, he gave up and she dreamt on, moaning and twisting until, with a loud cry, she sat up, fully awake! 

(Were you dreaming, wife?” he asked her as she caught her breath.
(Yes! I guess I was.” she replied (It was awful ( the raven was trying to catch me, but I outran him, then there was another door, but it was closed ( I can(t remember any more”  

(Just as well” Finn told her (We(re almost out of daylight ( it(s time to find a place to turn in for the night. We(re pretty close to the old Brennan barn.”  Claire looked shocked, then noticing the failing light, asked (How long did I sleep?” Finn told her that she slept the entire afternoon and early evening and pulling his pocket watch out of his pocket, showed her it was just past 8:00 o(clock! 

He told her that while she slept, they had stopped twice to let the horse graze, but she slept on, even when S.H. went running to chase down a rabbit and we had to call him back, loudly. She smiled and apologized for leaving them on their own for so many hours. 

Paddy said (I didn(t mind, Mam. It was kind of fun watching you dream ( your face was alive with the feelings!” Alive indeed, she thought, as the chant of the voices returned to her. 

After pulling the cart up the steep side lane, to the old barn, they unloaded their blankets and the basket of food, as well as the bundle of empty bale bags. These made a fine, clean floor upon which to sleep atop the old straw in the loft. They pulled the cart inside and Finn put a feedbag on the horse(s nose, filled with oats and barley. There was a tank filled with rainwater outside, so Paddy agreed to water him after he was finished eating. (But not too much.” Finn admonished him.
Finn withdrew the poles from his collar stays and Claire began to spread out the bags up above. The loft was dry and as clean as an unused barn could be. She was sure that there were rats about, but since she didn(t see any, or evidence of their residence, she relaxed a bit. She knew that old barns often had resident owls and hoped this one did, too. Owls reminded her of their farm and their barn and for some reason she couldn’t quite explain, she missed her own hearth so much it almost made her cry. Once they were all gathered around in a circle with the candle lantern shedding its light, she knew she(d feel better.
Chapter Thirty
(What is the meaning of this?” asked Pat, as the officer in charge approached. They had been driving along singing one of Maeve(s old songs when two fully armed troop carriers had passed them, forcing them onto the shoulder of the narrow road. With a break in the stone wall running along the road, they had room to maneuver but when the last truck came to a complete stop just ahead of Pat, he had to brake abruptly and it angered him. 
The officer introduced himself, (Lieutenant McGowan, sir” he extended his hand, which Pat took cautiously. The lieutenant then explained that they had orders to search all traffic on the road, for contraband. Pat stepped down from his automobile and asked the family to climb out as well. The rain had stopped and it was becoming a warm afternoon, but the ground was still very wet, so they lined up along the automobile, waiting. 
The officer asked who their companions were, motioning to the automobile idling behind their automobile and Pat replied that they were cousins, visiting.(They(re from away ( from America. Here to visit the old farm their grandfathers were forced to leave. This makes for a glorious welcome home, I(d say.” Pat(s cheeks were still glowing a rosy tone as the officer walked back to the Derrick(s automobile.
(I(m Franklin O’Derrick, American citizen of Irish ancestry. These are my daughters and my wife.” Cousin Franklin answered the officer(s questions. He tried to remain as cool as possible, but his mind was racing. Thinking, They couldn’t know I was there, could they? He asked his family to step out of the vehicle so that the soldiers could search it for  ( contraband!  His wife(s face was pale and drawn as she helped the girls step out onto the wet grass. She looked fearfully at the ominous rifles being brandished by the soldiers as they climbed down from their truck. Here they were ( far from the safety and security of home, at the mercy of a troop of soldiers. 
Cora’s eyes began to tear and McGowan, seeing that exclaimed (My dear Americans! Please don’t be alarmed. We are doing what we must for the protection of Ireland. We of course, would never want you to think you were not welcome here. We must search every vehicle on the road today and for the next several days until we find the brigands we are searching for. It is really only a formality.” He then walked back to the Quinn family and added (I promise this won(t keep you long ( and we(ll treat your belongings with respect.”  

Maeve(s ears began to acquire the rosy glow that Pat recognized might accompany an angry outburst, so he moved closer to her and put his arm around her as two pleasant young soldiers opened the trunk on the back deck and began going through their clothing. Pat felt her stiffen slightly as her own garments, then those of her children were unfolded. But the soldiers carefully re-folded them and they had clean hands, she noticed so she began to relax. One of them said (Thank you, folks for allowing the intrusion.” and the two moved back towards the Derrick automobile. 
Franklin had opened up all four doors and the rear deck trunk. One of the soldiers began untying the rope holding the valises on the roof and passed them down, one at a time to his fellow. Each case was opened and carefully checked, then re-closed and returned to the roof rack. The soldiers thanked them, and then turned their attention to the rear deck trunk. 
After removing the blankets and coats and the kit of mechanic(s tools that Franklin kept there, one of the soldiers noticed that the bottom of the box moved a bit and finding a thin brass tang rising from the joint with the side of the box, he pulled it up. The floor came up with it and seeing what was inside, he backed away from the automobile and approached the lieutenant, with a grave expression on his face. 
The lieutenant returned to the rear deck trunk with him and retrieved the two fitted cases which were found under the false floor. He brought them back to where the O’Derricks waited. Franklin was becoming more agitated and with his eyes beginning to bulge, asked (What are you doing with those?” 
The officer stepped up and looking him dead in the eyes replied (These? These rifles you have hidden under the floorboards of your rear deck trunk?” 
Franklin nodded, saying (Be careful, will you? They are a matched pair of very valuable bird guns ( custom made for me some years ago. I prize them very highly.”  
The officer didn(t hesitate and asked (Then you(ll produce the declaration papers you completed and were registered when you entered Ireland, along with your passports?” 
Franklin replied (Of course, I would give you the papers you ask for, but I ... I guess I forgot about the sporting rifles when we disembarked and cleared through customs. I always keep them in the automobile. I shoot regularly back home, but in the excitement of the crossing and the arrival, I… forgot they were even there!” 
He quickly climbed back up in the driver(s seat, then began to open the glove box as one of the soldiers, on his officer(s order, lowered his rifle in Franklin(s general direction. 

Cora screamed and the girls began to cry. Pat, now alarmed, attempted to join them, but two soldiers stepped in front of him and asked that he remain with his family while the interrogation was completed.
(ABSOLUTELY Not!” he replied striding around the side of one of them, as he moved towards the O’Derricks, he felt strong hands on both of his arms, stopping him in his tracks and despite his protests, dragging him back to his automobile. 

Maeve(s ears were by now, beet red and she began calling out (what is the meaning if this Lieutenant? Why are we being manhandled here?” 
Pat, sensing the seriousness of the situation, tried to calm her and gathered the children around himself, sheltering all of them with his arms. The O(Deirg twins were sobbing, as were little Claire and Brigid, by suggestion. The boys were glaring at the soldiers defiantly. 
After what seemed hours, but had only been a short time, Lt. McGowan returned to the Quinns, carrying a long closed case and five passports. (Your cousin, it seems, Mr. Quinn, has brought firearms into Ireland without declaring them to customs. This is, as you can imagine given the fragility of the times, a serious problem. I have informed your cousin and his family that his weapons have been confiscated for the duration of his visit here. We will forward them to the customs office at the port where your relatives will be departing for home, where the arms will be passed, secured, to the ship(s captain for his safekeeping until they have reached their American destination. Their passports will be forwarded likewise. I hope you understand... we have no choice in this matter, at all.” 
Pat looked at his wife, then replied (Lt. McGowan, we had no idea that Franklin had firearms ( he is our cousin ( our family, now returned home from an exile of generations, but we understand that what you do, you do in the interest of preserving Ireland and protecting her citizens. We apologize for his unthinking mistake. I hope that all is now settled in this matter.” 
McGowan nodded, (Good day to your family, Mr. Quinn.” 
He returned to his truck. The soldiers lowered their weapons and returned to their truck. With a roar of engines and the stuttering of gears changing, the two troop carriers pulled away, heading North, leaving two mud-splattered automobiles and a very shaken family.
None appeared more shaken than Cousin Franklin. He was shaking with anger. Anger at himself and anger at the Irish Free State regulars who had taken his prized bird guns. As Pat attempted to calm him and reassure him, he blurted out (will I ever see them again, do you think?” 
Pat replied (Think, man! You have smuggled firearms into a country fighting a civil war and have been left with your freedom and your health!”         Franklin slowly nodded as the reality of how close he had come sank in. (It(s really my own fault”, he finally said (I do dearly love to shoot and should never have brought them here. Your political struggles never …entered my mind at all when I planned the trip, when I decided to bring the automobile over, I should have remembered to remove them.” 
He seemed thoroughly chastened and he apologized first to his wife, whose fear had turned to anger ( at her husband. During his little explanation speech, however, Pat noticed that Cora was not relieved at all by his forgetfulness, but said nothing and accepted an embrace from him all the same. The girls were sniffling up their tears and a kind word from their father cheered them noticeably. The O’Derricks climbed back in their automobile as Franklin walked with Pat to apologize to the Quinns and the twins, as well. In a few minutes, they were on their way again.
Maeve was the first to speak (How could he have forgotten he was carrying rifles? Into Ireland, no less!” She shook her head as Pat replied (He(s an American, Maeve, not an Irishman. He may have Irish blood, but he knows nothing of Ireland and our troubles, save what he(s read or learned since he arrived. Maybe everyone carries guns about in America ( we don(t know, either, but he is family and we will forgive him his foolishness.”  Liam blurted out, from the back seat (You mean, like cowboys, with six-shooters like in the magazines?” Pat told Liam to hush his foolishness, then added (I want this unfortunate situation forgotten, or at least not spoken of again while our Cousins are visiting. Do you all promise me?”  
The children, one by one, all said (I promise, Da” and the twins, chimed in with (We promise Uncle Pat, too!” 
Pat said (Then let(s see if we can get home before dark!” and shifted to a higher gear as the automobile sped up the road towards home.
As the sun drew down in the Western sky, the children began calling out landmarks when they passed them. When they reached a wide turnout in the road at the top of a bluff overlooking the sea, Pat pulled off the road and stopped. Franklin also stopped and Pat walked back, inviting them to get out and see the beauty of the late sun over the islands in the distance. Everyone from both families gathered around as Pat took a moment to give them all a geography lesson, naming the islands on the horizon and their distances. 
One of the O’Derrick girls, holding her mother(s arm said quietly as she gestured, (There(s our home, Mother. Far, far to the west, where the sun goes down.” Cora smiled and caressed her homesick daughter(s head, then reminded them that their great grandfathers stood looking at the very same sun set behind the same islands, many, many years before, knowing they would never see their homes again. Looking around them and over the sea to the islands, she remarked (this land has seen so many dear family leave, it(s a good thing that we bring some family home also.” 
Maeve thought about that statement ( and remembered feeling some of the sadness of the leaving she felt in the secret chambers of the Red Hall. How the familiar thread of sorrow and longing could stretch so far ( across time and across an entire ocean and find a receptive heart beating in a woman whose people were so different intrigued Maeve. Yet how alike, she thought to herself, feeling Pat(s arm around her waist.
Chapter Thirty-One
The arrival of the Americans on their ancestors( land had a magical excitement to it. The Quinns led the way up the narrow lane, driving their automobile around behind their home. While The O’Derricks waited in their automobile, Maeve, Pat and the children made sure all was in order and while Pat lit a fire in their fireplace, Maeve opened her front door, persuading them to come in (Make yourselves comfortable, here. It(s your home as well as ours!”  The O’Derricks climbed out of the car, the girls last, carefully climbing down off the running boards to avoid the muddy ground beneath. Cora stood a little apart, gazing out over the lower pastures and on to the horizon with it(s low islands dark against the grey sky. (This is a good, solid place!” she exclaimed to her girls and then turning to her husband, (Thank you for bringing me here, darling!” He put his arms around her and they embraced for a prolonged time. 

Maeve realized that the cousins were taking it all in for the first time, a view that she almost took for granted, calling from the door (It will still be there after you settle in and eat a bite!” with a laugh. The girls took the hint and walked to the large stone that served as a step, wiping their feet carefully before entering. 
As they entered, Maeve told them that it was customary when entering a home in Ireland to say a short prayer of blessing for the home and those who live there. The girls immediately crossed themselves and asked a very pious blessing on the home and her family, one at a time, then walked into the main room. It was different from any house they had ever been in and then they noticed the fire reflecting on the polished wood floor. It burned with small flames and a sharp, muddy smell. 
Claire O’D. asked,  (Cousin Maeve, what is that odd smell?” 
Maeve, not noticing anything unusual, asked her where it was coming from ( to pinpoint the source ( hoping it wasn(t some rotting food, or a dead rat. 
(The fireplace, Cousin! That smoky, muddy, dirty smell?” 
Maeve laughed, replying (It(s peat, sweetie! Peat is what we burn for warmth!” 

She went on to explain that wood was too costly and scarce for the burning, so in the country the Irish people cut and dried pieces of boggy ground which burned hot and slowly. It did have a distinctive smell. 
She added(You(ll be so used to it that by the time you return home to America, you won(t notice it at all!”  Claire O’D, smiled and wondered how could I ever get used to that?
As her parents entered the room, the girls ran over to them and in whispered tones explained that here in Ireland, we burn mud bricks called Peat!  Franklin and Cora nodded and replied that the smell would take a little getting used to. 
Pat officially welcomed them to their home, from across the ocean and read a short speech he had actually prepared. When it was over, Maeve invited them all to sit around her new, very long table and share a pot of tea, which made even the girls smile broadly. 

Soon, the questions were flying back and forth over the table, the easy laughter of family filled the room and Maeve(s eyes were twinkling in delight. She sent Liam and Brendan out to bring in the boxes of provisions from market and asked Cora if she would like to accompany her to Claire(s garden to get vegetables for the stew she had planned. Cora rose instantly, extending her hand to Maeve, saying (I was hoping I could see your garden!”  
‘(Claire(s garden, Cousin ( it(s the one thing she is serious about ( no one but herself is allowed to plant in that spot - she tends it all season with just the children to help her, but it produces amazing crops! All the people from miles around, even down to Ballyfiggin say so!” 
Cora almost pulled Maeve out the door, she was so anxious to see this famous garden. As they neared the O(Deirg house, Cora noticed its age and asked Maeve (Is this where you grew up?” 
Maeve nodded and pointed out behind it, where the old razed houses stood before. (Over there, behind both houses, there used to be three more, as large as this house ( or close to it, our Da used to say. That(s where your husband(s family came from.” 
Cora nodded, then touching her arm, Maeve asked if she would help her light a fire in the O(Deirg(s stove to warm the house and dry out the air a bit over night for Claire and Finn and Paddy(s arrival, tomorrow. She smiled and nodded again and entering the O(Deirg house, felt an enormous sense of the age of the house and the welcome it seemed to be extending to her. 
Cora was sensitive to things in the (Spirit World” her grandmother had told her when she was very young.  As it was, she always noticed more details of places than most people, but usually kept it to herself. This time, she told Maeve, who was piling up peat bricks over kindling, (This house has seen a lot of sadness, but also a lot more happiness!”        Maeve looked up smiling (Don(t forget the shouting and laughing as well!” Adding with a chuckle,(… any place as old and worn as this must have seen it all many times over!” 

Maeve then showed Cora, pointing up high in the rafters at the ends of the gable where the wall met the ridge, where bundles of yarrow and other herbs along with small cloth packages hung. (Those are the blessings of all who have lived and died here. We share our space with them as well” she blushed suddenly wondering what the American woman would think of their superstitious country ways. 
Instead, Cora replied that everywhere we go on the earth, we share our space with the generations before us and (My grandmother taught me that not only do we owe respect to those generations behind us, we also owe respect to the generations to come after us! The things we do today ( she told me ( prepare the way for the next seven generations( lives, so we must walk carefully while we live.” Maeve smiled, deeply moved by the profound understanding of this woman from America, so far away. (Your grandmother sounds like a learned woman!” Maeve replied. Cora was silent for a few minutes, looking around the room, especially at the space over the front door and the old hearth. 

As Maeve finally got the peat to light up, Cora said (My grandmother was very highly respected among her people as a leader and healer, too!” adding (but the white people would say that she was just an odd old Indian woman!” 
Maeve then asked her what she knew of Irish history and she replied that she knew very little, except that the English had conquered them a long time ago, after Saint Patrick made all the snakes leave, adding (The English tried to conquer our people, too. Despite their guns and trying to kill us with disease and taking away our language and religion, my people still endure.” 

Maeve remarked at how similar the history of Ireland was, with the conquerors coming to take their land and their way of life. (But we’re still here, too!  I(ll even bet you that our two grandmothers would have found they had a lot in common to talk about!” 
Maeve stood and embraced her cousin ( her new friend. She felt almost the depth of bond she felt with Claire O. and it made her very happy, but also a little concerned ( she wasn(t sure why. They finished as the fire was drawing nicely and turned the damper down a bit to hold the warmth. 
As they left the house from the back door, Cora asked why the doors lined up across from each other and Maeve explained that it was to let any of the ...sidhe ..the fairy folk, or spirits pass through the house on their way to the sacred well which lay up the hill behind the house. 
Cora explained that long ago, her Indian ancestors lived in large, long houses, whose doors were lined up just the same way, for just the same reasons. They both marveled at how similar people could be despite thousands of miles and different bloodlines separating them. They picked their way past a row of sunflowers and daisies to the path to the garden. Maeve told her how the walls of the old houses gave them the stones that now built the walls encircling the garden. 
The little red garden gate hung solidly on its new hinges and Maeve told Cora how the gate(s carved (C” had been for her own mother, also named Claire!  (There seem to be a lot of Claires in the family ( on both sides of the ocean!” said Cora, smiling. 
When the gate opened, Cora(s attention was captured by the apparent richness of the soil and the thick rose bushes at the head and foot of each row of vegetables. She asked Maeve about that and as Maeve explained about the roses drawing the insect pest to themselves and helping the rest of the garden in that way, Cora noticed a section had been planted with what she recognized as healing herbs. Leaving Maeve for a moment, she darted over and knelt before a small shrub she remembered her grandmother prizing for its properties. She took two leaves and crushed them in her hand. Smelling the fragrance rising from them, she almost burst into tears as memories of her grandmother flooded back. 
She wiped her eyes and asked Maeve if Claire was a healer like her grandmother. Maeve hesitated, then said (Claire learned a lot from our mother before she passed and seems to have some talents along those lines, but the real healer ( for most of this part of the county until the doctors came, was my mother. She had a way with illness that was a miracle!” Maeve blushed, then crossed herself quickly. 
Cora nodded, saying (I knew I liked this place as soon as we turned off the road ( you(re lucky to be able to live on the old ground of your family, with such a view to the West!” 

As they walked between the rows of strong, blooming squash, peas and carrots, Cora told a little more about her people, the Seneca.
(In the old tongue, which I only know a few words, we were called the keepers of the Western Gate ( we were the last of the longhouse people living along the border with less civil people to the West.” She suddenly remembered something and added (… Hau-den-o-sau-nee. It means people of the longhouses!” She smiled as Maeve tried to pronounce it properly. They stepped over to the next row and Maeve mentioned she wanted to tell her some things about her name as well. (O(Deirg, in our old tongue, means of the red, or of the color red ( we think it meant that we live on the Western Shore, facing into the sunset ( which is red, too! We have a lot in common, don(t we?” Cora smiled and took her hand as they stepped over to the row of onions.
Picking up her apron, Maeve began pulling onions, putting them into the folded cloth as she moved down the rows. Carrots, leeks and lettuce, too as well as a small cabbage. Maeve explained that it really was a bit too early for the cabbage, but it would be sweet and would add to the flavor of the meal. Cora also saw tomatoes ( two varieties and Maeve nodded when asked if she could take a few ripe ones. Claire had just started planting them a few years before and now they were one of her favorites. Maeve finished with several nice yellow summer squash and laden down, they left the garden, latched the bright red gate and went back into the old house through the back door to begin preparing the dinner meal. 
Maeve heard Liam(s sonorous voice explaining about sheep to the Derrick girls as though it were a matter of great importance. All the younger children were gathered playing a game of pick-up-sticks on the floor near the front door and the men were engaged in an earnest discussion ( politics again, by the sound of it.
(So you believe, Cousin Pat, that the ending of hostilities with England is the more important right now?” 
Pat nodded, adding (there is no overnight fix, or instant proclamation that can undo the suffering of the generations under Britain(s thumb, but at least stopping the killing is a good start. We will find our own way and the Republic will steady itself  in its own time.” 
Pat had been explaining the finer points of the disagreement between the Republicans and the Free Staters, stemming from the disagreements over the terms of the Irish-Anglo treaty itself. He had tried to follow the news coming from Dublin, but it was usually a week old when it finally made it as far as Ballyfiggin. 
(The main problem, as I see it right now, is the delay in informing all Irishmen and women where things stand ( things at home, in Dublin and things abroad. As a nation, we must learn to engage more, to work out our differences in discussion, not with guns.” 
Franklin nodded, rubbing his chin, thoughtfully, then asked (But what of the Republican dream? What of uniting all the counties under one flag?” 
Pat took a moment and then replied (A flag is a cloth symbol of a land and a people, nothing more than that. We are a people ( we know who we are and where we(ve come ( no single government is going to prove that more real than what we all know in our hearts. If it takes us another hundred years to satisfy all our disagreements, isn(t it still worth more than if the blood of a single man woman or child is shed over a cloth symbol?”
Franklin had to spend some time thinking about this one, then replied (You make a compelling case, Cousin, but what of loyalty, what of honor?” 
Pat told him (The only honor I need as a proud son of Ireland, is knowing that my wife and children will be provided for and will raise their children, healthy and safe, in a world they have built the way they want it. As far as the loyalty of men ( drawn into struggle, or men who(ve born arms together pursuing their dreams ( that loyalty should be turned back towards the common good for all Irish. Violence and reprisal only begets more of its own kind.” He added, after a pause, (No military solution has ever worked without the forgiveness and cooperation of the people who were at odds. If you look at all of history, you(ll never find a single instance of lasting peace being born out of continuous war.” Pat concluded, “It(s just not effective to kill a man for his own good.”  
Franklin had to think this through. Pat(s words made a lot of sense, maybe more sense than the fiery rhetoric he heard in his meetings back home. He had an inkling that it was much easier for a man to shout out proud, angry words when he was removed from the day-to-day ...living in a place. The living, the raising of children and tilling the soil, building a house ( these things gave you reason to pause before raising a hand against another man. He smiled at Cousin Pat, now watching the pile of youngsters playing on the floor.
The children on the floor erupted into a round of laughter as Sean managed to catch a stick with his mouth before it fell. He froze in position, not willing to let any go and looked silly with the stick poking out of his teeth. 
(That doesn’t count, Sean!” called Maeve from the hearth.(Only your fingers count ( let it go!”  He moaned in protest and as he opened his mouth to complain, the stick fell and the turn passed. 
(That(s not fair, Aunt Maeve!” he cried (It didn(t dropped!” 
She walked over to console him, saying (That(s the way the game is played (if we had no rules, or if they changed all the time, then winning wouldn’t mean anything at all!” 
Sean grudgingly agreed with Maeve.(Ohh! You are right!”, he said as his sister dug her elbow into his side. (Hey!” he reacted and soon they were all scrambling on the floor in a large scale wrestling match. Pat and Maeve began separating the heaving mass of elbows, arms, fists and legs into individual children. 
Cora and Franklin stood by, watching the battle and giving their bemused daughters knowing glances. Liam stood by stoically, to lend his hand, if asked ( especially of the O’Derrick girls needed any help ...any help at all.
Later that evening, Maeve snuggled up to her husband under the sheets and told him of her time with Cousin Cora. He listened intently; especially to the part where she learned that Cora(s people were called the keepers of the Western Gate! 
(How odd,( he began, (that savages ( godless heathens in the wilderness of America would have so many things in common with our own ancestors. I(m reminded of what the English thought of our culture and people when they first came to our shores. Savages!  Even Saint Patrick thought we were savages ( though the power of the ancient ways was still strong and the high stones still stood.”  His eyes followed the light of the moon coming through the window shutters.

After a moment, Pat turned back to his wife, saying (Cora is a very special woman ( I(m proud that she(s our cousin! I like Franklin, too, but he has a lot to learn.” 
Maeve reminded Pat that soon it would be time to visit the (Teacher” in the ancient Red Hall.(What will we do about the O’Derricks, if they(re still here, should they be included? Is it safe, do you think, to pass on the knowledge to them? There(s already been so much for them to take in and the problem with the guns and all, I(m confused about it all.”  
He could tell from her expression that Maeve had serious doubts, so he asked her what her feelings were. She replied, (I am sure that Cora would understand ( there(s something about her that tells me she already feels something, anyway, but Franklin and the girls are a different story. I don(t know what to think about them, but he carries the bloodline, he is family, after all and part of the tale is his ( may be his.” Her voice trailed off in uncertainty. 
Pat replied, (I agree that we will have to wait and see. They may leave at the end of the week, so it may not matter at all, but because of his bloodline, maybe it does matter and maybe he must be made to understand. I don(t know, but we need to speak about this to Finn and Claire.” They held each other until sleep found them.
Chapter Thirty-Two
Finn, Claire and Paddy, with S.H. curled up in the bed of their cart, arrived back home the next afternoon. A breeze was blowing in off the sea and the smoke flew straight back up the hill from the top of their chimney, but it was reassuring to see it. As Finn drove the cart up towards the barn, Maeve, Liam, the twins and the three Derrick daughters stood in front of the Quinn doorway, waving. 
By the time he and Paddy had begun unloading the Cart, having fed and watered the donkey, the entire group of Quinns and O’Derricks had come up the lane to meet them. Claire was taking the empty bale bags into the wool packing room as they came through the door. The three O’Derrick girls stood in a row and welcomed them home with an old song that Maeve had taught them ( singing in clear, high voices. The sound of it touched Claire(s heart and her eyes reddened a bit. Paddy and Finn applauded when they finished, as did the rest of the children. The twins ran up and buried their faces in their mother(s lap. 
Claire bent down and covered their little heads with kisses as Finn thanked the Cousins and the Quinns for the homecoming. Pat embraced him warmly and Cousin Franklin, standing a little to the side, extended his hand. Finn would have none of it and embraced his cousin, giving him a few pats on the back as well. This surprised the American, who patted him back after a slight hesitation. 
Maeve and Claire busied themselves. Cora returned to the garden. Claire wanted to bring some roses into the house to cheer it up and they spoke of the trip, the trouble with the guns and how crisp the bright green uniforms looked on the soldiers. Soon, their laughter drifted down to the O’Deirg house, where the men were lined up sitting on the edge of Claire(s porch, discussing politics and the situation with the guns.
(I now feel like a complete fool” Franklin explained.(Pat put it all into such clear terms, I finally understand more than I did ( that(s for sure!”  
Finn slapped him on his back and said (We(re nothing if not imperfect, Cousin. My father used to tell me never be ashamed of an error, it(s the only way we learn anything at all!” 
He asked if the Derrick girls had found the farm hard to get used to and Cousin Franklin nodded, smiling sheepishly.(I(m afraid that they have only known a comfortable life, at home. But I remember how hard it was when I was a boy and believe me, your farm and your homes are like castles compared to the way we lived when I was a child.”  
He told them tales of life in the tenement slums in Philadelphia and Pittsburg, where the families were stacked up three and four above you and that many under you. (We never saw my father ( he worked all the time ( had two, sometimes three jobs and it barely put food on our table. The church was so poor, that it couldn’t afford new candles and melted the old stubs down to make new ones ( short, stubby, dark ones. We never went to bed with a full belly and our noses ran from September until May!”  
Pat, who had also grown up in a city, mentioned that he was also had worried that he would not fit into life on the farm, but it only took him a week or two and he felt like he was finally, really home.(Well,” said Finn to Cousin Franklin, (you are welcome to stay as long as it takes for you to feel as if you are finally home, too.”
A week passed, then another. The O’Derricks had taken it upon themselves, twice, to return to the markets in Ballyfiggin to buy more provisions. Pat had come and gone between the farm and his office in Ballyfiggin, so that Maeve, lonely when he was away over night, spent evenings in long talks with Cora. 
Claire too, began to form a strong bond with the Cousin from away and the three would be seen in the garden, or walking up the lane to the high pastures, waving their hands in animated discussion. The children all settled back into the enjoyment of the summer season and the O’Derrick girls, in spite of their apparent fear of dirt, began to share in the fun. 
Franklin was learning how to handle sheep and had already asked to be allowed to spend entire days looking after them in the upper pastures where they were grazing. He and S.H. got along famously well, so the transition was very easy for both of them. S.H. would do the work requiring running, herding, chasing or barking and Franklin learned that he was best suited for sitting and watching the sun and cloud shadows play tag across the surface of the sea. He’d settle down with his back against a large rock, fill his new pipe ( a Ballyfiggin purchase ( with tobacco and smoke away the hours. Finn enjoyed looking up the slope and seeing the smoke of his cousin(s pipe flying away in the breeze. It was reassuring and comfortable plus, it gave he and Paddy more time to spend reading or doing small repairs, now that they could split the flock up and graze two of the upper pastures at once. Finn was also happy with the close relationship the three women had developed. Yes, he told himself, the visit was working out very well, indeed. 

One morning, as Cora took all the children up to the high pasture and beyond, to the wooded ridge above, Finn, Claire Maeve and Pat gathered in the O”Deirg house to discuss the question of the Red Gate. Cousin Franklin was watching the flock in the high pasture, so they were able to speak candidly. 

First, Maeve spoke.(I was worried (I didn(t know whether we should share our secret with the cousins. Pat said we should wait and watch and that we(d know what to do when the time came. Now the time is fast approaching and we need to share our feelings.” 
Finn replied (You’re not alone in your concern ( Claire here has been asking me my feelings since we made the trip back from Ballyfiggin ( the crow, I(m sure she told you, followed us and she has been having troubled dreams, but these have left her the past week and her friendship with Cora has given her encouragement. She’ll speak her own mind to you, but as for me, I say that for countless years, our secret has rested here, undisturbed. Many generations of O(Deirgs have lived here and guarded that secret either knowingly or not ( we(ll never be sure, but if its been given to our family to keep this secret, then we must carry on the family work. Cora, like Claire and you Pat, are not of the bloodline, but either because of your love or because of your hearts, you belong on this land and below, as much as Maeve and I do. Cora is welcome, in my mind.”

He continued, “Cousin Franklin was my concern ( the girls, are children, after all, maybe different from our children, but not so different. They love their parents and will keep the secret as ours do. My concern over Franklin had to do with an uneasiness I have felt from the beginning, with him.” 
Claire nodded, as did Pat. Maeve said (I noticed something right away, but I first thought it was just his being in a new place and all.” 
(As did I, Sister” Finn continued, (but as I spent time with him and heard the story of the forgotten guns, I became convinced that there was something else lurking behind his smile.”
Pat nodded and took up the thread (I think we all agree about Cousin Cora and the girls. I have been concerned about Franklin, but not just because of our secret, also because he spoke out on several occasions I overheard, with clearly Republican rhetoric, despite his telling the officer ( Lt. McGowan, that he had no interest in Irish politics. I(m concerned that his visit to Ireland was not all for the pleasure of his family ( especially at such an unsettled time. News of the conflict here is also available in America, I(m sure and it would take a very strong reason for me to take my family into a foreign country during a civil war!”

“If we decide to share the secret with Franklin, to my mind, we need his honesty with us.”  
Finn agreed, but added (To me, Franklin carries part of our secret with him already, passed down from his father and grandfather. His blood makes him an O(Deirg ( (of the red( ( a keeper of the gate, just as we are. We all experienced a personal ( revelation, in one way or another as we entered the Red Hall and now, these years later, we all still hear or feel the voices of our ancestors deep in our hearts.” 
Claire, finally spoke, adding ( as Finn said, the bloodline brings him into the family, as the love of his wife brings her. I am sure that she feels, maybe even hears the voices of the ancient ones below us, as Maeve and I do, but I also believe that there is power there, below this land. The secret has been kept for all this time for reasons we do not understand yet ( I don(t believe that the Red Hall will allow someone to enter unless they are able to understand. I don(t know why I believe that ( nothing I(ve translated has said so, exactly, but I feel very strongly that our secret protects itself, too.”  
No one spoke for a few moments, then Finn said (So it is settled. We will share the secret with the O’Derricks. If it is to be theirs to hear, they will hear.”  
Maeve suggested that the whole story be told over dinner, at her table, with everyone gathered around. (Bring us the strongbox, with the old deed, won(t you, Finn?” she added (Everything begins with the land, so the deed will begin the story and we will also know if the story should be told to the Cousins as we tell it, a little at a time.”
That evening, as the dinner dishes were cleared by Liam and the Derrick girls, Claire asked everyone to remain at the table while Finn brought something important in from the other house.
(He has been wanting to show this to you all.” she added. 
Cora looked at her husband, with a quizzical expression. He asked what it was, but Claire replied that Finn would be the one to explain. The Derrick girls asked Liam, but he told them to wait for Uncle Finn and the box. 
Chapter Thirty-Three

(Uhhnn” Finn grunted as he lowered the heavy box to the center of the table. He unlocked the big brass padlock using the key he kept on a long cord attached to his belt. The hinges squealed with age as the top was thrown back and the top compartment cleared of the many papers and folded booklets it held. 
No one spoke and Finn reaching inside, removed the false bottom then withdrew, very slowly and deliberately, a heavy, yellowed parchment document. He laid it on the table before Cousin Franklin. Franklin drew in his breath, as he saw it was beautiful illuminated, the colors mostly still vibrant. Inscribed also with odd symbols and stick-like writing and hand drawn, lettering in some foreign language; it was very, very old. 
Finn cleared his throat and began. (This is the original deed to the family land, deeded by one of the ancient kings of Ireland, more than a thousand years ago.” Cora and her daughters gasped, as Finn continued (This has been handed down, from father to son, for more generations than we know. A full photographic copy of this lies in the Trinity College library as an object of national pride, to be revered. They have always wanted the original, but we want to keep it here, where it belongs, for our children and their children and now, for the children who left across the sea but have come home.”  
Franklin blurted out (A … A thousand years?” 
Finn and Claire both nodded and Maeve added (all that and more, much more.”  Cora said she didn(t recognize the writing on it and Claire told her about the three different languages and asked Pat to translate the Latin.
Pat explained that the Latin was the most recent language and initially at least, the key to understanding the deed. He added (since we all first read it together, Claire has been studying it all carefully. It’s given her the understanding to translate the older tongues as well, but the key is the Latin” 
He read the translation, emphasizing the parts about guarding the Western Gate and for all their descendants for all time. 
Cora gasped at the mention of the Western Gate and looked at Maeve, then at Claire. She looked back at the ancient document, then spoke. 
(I have known that there were old, old secrets here as soon as we climbed down from the automobile, hearing the voices of the spirits in my heart. I can now see that these secrets hold much more than just the lives of your ancestors here. Thank you for sharing this with me and my daughters.” Tears welled in her eyes.

Maeve rose and went to her side, comforting her, saying (No, don(t cry ( these are joyous things, meant for family. You and your girls are family and we all love you.” Cora looked up at her friend and smiled, wiping her tears away. 
The girls asked Finn (Uncle Finn, we saw old ruins of castles when we came through the country on our way here from..Dublin. Is the deed as old as them?”  (Much, much older”replied Finn. The king that made this deed to our ancestors lived even before the coming of Saint Patrick, when all of Ireland, save a few devout souls, were pagan.
The stories of these kings and their honor were almost never written down, but were kept in song and passed down to their children in that way.”  The girls nodded, slowly, their eyes bright with wonder. 

Franklin asked, slowly (When my great grandfather left his home ( on this land ( did he know what he left behind?” 
Finn replied (We will never know exactly what pain they felt, those families that left for America, but we do know that they loved their land, as we do and left because there was no other way to keep their children alive. The land was poor, no crops would grow and there was no work, but this deed was passed to my father(s father to keep for the future generations, which we have done. Now you return and are beginning to understand your heritage, aren’t you?”  
Franklin nodded, at first slowly and then quickly, saying (the past few days, as I sat upon the grass, or leaned against a large stone, I felt almost drawn into the soil. It sounds odd, I know, but I could almost hear… voices calling out to me, coming from somewhere inside. At first, I was frightened that I was having a spell or something, but I soon felt that I somehow knew these voices and that they were saying welcome... welcome home.”  As he finished, he fought back tears.
Maeve and Claire looked at Finn, who asked Claire if she could go home and bring back the blue bag. She and Maeve beamed, grins spreading across their faces and Cora, Franklin and the girls could only wonder what that meant. 
Pat seemed to relax in his chair, finally exclaiming (What a meal that was! We have to thank the three who worked so hard to prepare it for us!”  
(Here, Here!” said Franklin and Maeve and Cora rose and gave small awkward curtsies, Maeve saying (As you require m(Lord!” Everyone laughed at the silly joke as the Quinn and O(Deirg children began to whisper among themselves. Claire let herself back into the front door quietly, holding a blue cloth bag which contained some shapeless, heavy object. Finn had left it back on the table next to their bed, not wanting to bring it into the Quinn house along with the deed, just in case. She had a gleam in her eyes, but sat next to Finn and he stood and began to tell them the whole, long tale.
(I was minding the sheep, one Summer day, watching the sea, just like you do, Franklin, down in the lower pasture, when all of a sudden...” He watched the O’Derricks’ faces as the story unfolded, stopping to pause now and again, if anyone had any questions, but the room was silent. 
He asked Claire for a cup of water and began again (… she tied the round relic onto the chain, in its place, with some thread and we took the cart down to the rocks to see what would happen or if we could open the gate...”
The entire story took more than a full hour, but not a word came from the O’Derricks, though their eyes grew rounder and rounder until Maeve thought they might pop right out of their heads. Finn paused, then completed the story by saying (So that is the story of why our family has remained here, in this lonely spot all these years. As it turns out, the modern age has many marvels, but the power of the older, wiser ages still lives on, in storage for the future when mankind is ready again for the lessons of the Teacher. We, all of us... still have so much more to learn”  
He sipped from the cup, then added (and tomorrow, we(ll all return to the Red Hall and you will see for yourselves.”  
The O’Derricks blinked several times and the girls were full of excitement, barely able to sit still, but not a word came out of any of them. Claire retrieved the key belt from the table and returned it to the blue cloth bag. The deed and the bag were carefully returned to the bottom compartment of the strong box and the other papers returned to their place as it was closed and re-locked. 
Cora first spoke, asking (Is there anything we need to do in preparation, before we meet the spirits of your ancestors?”  
Appreciating her seriousness, Claire said, no, just keep your eyes open and you(ll see what you will see. I might be able to help you with the old tongue ( especially if you begin to hear the voices”. 
Maeve nodded too, adding (We both might be able to help if you find it hard to sleep tonight ( the dreams can be pretty strange at first.”  
Cora thanked them, then took her daughter(s hands. The girls were shaking and she looked at her husband, whose eyes were almost glazed over. He had withdrawn inside, as if having some final questions he needed to wrestle with. Finally, as Finn moved the box off the table top, Franklin extended his hands out laying his arms on the surface of the table. He sighed a long, deep sigh. His hands shook.
(Claire” he said, voice unsteady (I ...I took your father(s place that Friday night, several weeks ago.  A cell of Republican Irregulars attacked the Free State barracks on the road to Killane.” He paused to get his voice under control, then went on,” His wife(s illness prevented his doing his duty and I took his place.”  
His voice was shaking and Cora rose and went to him to comfort him. The shock of what they were hearing was written boldly in the expressions of his daughters who began putting things together in their minds ( things that explained many of their father(s meetings and long absences. 
(I came to Ireland, not just to visit our old home, but also to bring money... .money for guns. I ... I organize for Americans to send money to the Republicans here ( now DeValera(s I.R.A. I..” 
He wavered and his wife put her arm around him, which bolstered his strength.(I have lied to you all. I can no longer lie to you, or to my daughters and especially to my wife. Forgive me! Please forgive me!” Cora whispered in his ear and his daughters rose and ran to their father(s side.
The strong, confident American was reduced to tears and the sobs wracking his body, his shoulders heaving. Claire, her face white as she understood what had been narrowly averted, said nothing, but Pat, leaning over the table asked.(Was anyone hurt or killed?” 
Franklin glanced around the table, seeing his daughters and wife, his cousins and their frightened children, gasped out (No, No! I saw no one injured ( we were not trying to kill anyone, just to steal their weapons and ammunition!”  
Pat nodded and took Franklin(s hands in his, saying (I know what you risk by telling us. I also know what you must have been feeling when Lt. McGowan stopped us on the road. I guess it was you they were after ( or your compatriots.” 
Franklin nodded, then took a handkerchief from his wife and began to dry his eyes. Yes, Yes! I remember him from Friday night from a long way off. I even drew a bead on him several times, but fired at his feet or above his head. We were only ordered to confuse them and hold them in their positions while the armory was raided... .” 
His voice dwindled down to a squeak and he added (But here it stops! I promise you all, on the blood of my fathers, that I will never raise a weapon to another man! I swear it before God!” He concluded with a firmness in his voice that left the table sure of his decision. 
Finn said, (God knows what(s in your heart cousin and now, so do we all.”  He walked around the table and picked his still shaking cousin up bodily, giving him a warm hug and said quietly (It(s not over yet ( tomorrow will bring wonders you can(t guess at.” 

Pat also rose and joined them, embracing Franklin as well and saying (Speak no more of this matter to us ( it serves you and your family better if we learn no more detail. Claire will speak to her father, when the time comes, but your part in this is now over.” 
Franklin smiled at Pat, and said (I wish I knew what to do when I get home to America ( they will try to pull me back into their circle.”  
Cora joined them, saying (You(ll resist it. We(ll help you find your strength.” She kissed the top of her husband’s head, adding (This land and our land have seen enough blood spilled over honor and over pride. We will do what we can to end it here and to end it there. There will be no more tears.”  
Maeve and Claire exchanged glances, each wondering about the well of strength in this woman, their new friend and cousin. Cora, hearing what been laid bare, knowing what it meant to her family, stood bravely beside her husband, as strong as iron, as strong as the stone below their feet.
Chapter Thirty-Four
O(Flaherty rapped his knuckles on the front desk, waiting for John or Kate to welcome his family. They had arrived unannounced for dinner and so that he could wrap up some loose ends, so to speak, with John. 
Kate came out of the office and exclaimed (Mr. O(Flaherty! To what do we owe the pleasure?” He replied that it was for their pleasure ( indicating his wife, son and daughter with a sweeping gesture behind him ( and a hearty dinner.
(We joined you to share a meal, if that(s convenient” he explained. 
Kate, not happy with the little she knew about the butcher(s secret life and trying to mask her feelings, replied (Of course, we’re glad to have you join us. Let me seat you all right now.”
 Coming around the side of the desk and going to Mrs. O(Flaherty, she took her hand and led them into the dining room where she seated them at a nice large table near the door.(I hope” she said (that this meets your approval.” 
When O(Flaherty nodded, she added (I(ll tell John you(re here and send a server immediately” , whirling away from the table.
In a few minutes, after they had given their order to the server and the pints had been delivered, John appeared at the side of their table. 
(I hope you ordered the beef!” John joked and O(Flaherty chided him in reply (just as long as I know where you got it!” 
John asked how the family was doing and if the children were enjoying their summer. O(Flaherty(s son replied (Oh, for me, summer means that I get to work twice as hard as the rest of the year!” 
His father reached over to give his ears a playful box and said (It(s not all work, now is it? We took a few days to go fishing just this past week!” The boy nodded and smiled. John looked away for a moment, as a perfect idea came to mind. He asked O(Flaherty if he could come back to the kitchen on the pretext of a new idea the cook had. O(Flaherty rose, saying (it better not take too long ( I don(t like my meat cool!” He walked John back, thorough the office, where John put his finger to his lips. 
Kate came through the door on the side, from the hallway and asked John where he had put the key to the cool locker, which he produced from the drawer of his desk, asking her to return it. She nodded and didn(t seem to notice the butcher standing near the window, but when she returned a few moments later, smiled and nodded to him saying, (Your dinner was just served.” 
He thanked her and after she left, moved close to John saying (we missed you the other night. The American showed what he was made of, but a few of the fellows were wondering what happened to you. I made all the excuses.”  
John thanked him, adding (it was something I couldn’t avoid, you know I would have been there if I could.”  O(Flaherty replied (I was wondering about that. I remember a fellow I trusted with my life more than once… and he never would have said he couldn’t find time away from his business to fight the British, or to secure a future for the Republic. I just don(t know. Maybe you are the same man, maybe not. I(m giving you just once last chance to prove that you(re still made of the kind of stuff I(d raise a pint to. I(ll let you know when we can talk.”  He turned quickly and left the office using the side door.
John sat at his desk, his head in his hands. He had let down his friend and comrade in arms. They had each saved the other(s life on several occasions, but now, even with Collins( apparent treason in signing that damnable treaty, he wasn(t as sure of what they were fighting against anymore. The treaty had brought a measure of peace and even if it took years before they were completely free of the English crown, maybe peace was worth something more than honor. 
He tried to feel sorry that he had not been there to take shots at the Free State soldiers in their new green uniforms, but in his heart, he knew they were Irishmen, like himself, trying to make something of their lives and trying to feel hopeful about the future. He thought of O(Flaherty, so sure of his convictions, so sure of his actions. He thought of himself, older, more cautious, not sure of much beyond his love for his country, his wife his daughter and her family. Not even God could help him out of the mess he was in now. 
He had also heard terrible things had happened to men who had turned their backs on their Republican comrades. Some had been badly beaten, some had been shot. Their families were left in a pitiful state, with no one to earn their way, with no one to look after them. He saw no clear way out for himself and was sinking into despair as Kate entered the office.
(I hope your business with the butcher is finished ( all of your business with the butcher!” 
He asked what she meant, adding (He(s the best butcher in two counties! We need to buy our meat from him!” 
She replied (Oh! Buy all the meat you want ( it(s the other that(s got to end. No husband of mine will be raising a gun to an Irishman, not now, not ever!” He could see from her fists clenched into hard little balls at her side, that she meant business. 
The secret was out and his goose was indeed cooked. (I’ve done what I thought I had to do ( I’ve always done my duty to Ireland, but now it(s harder for me to find where my duty lies.” he replied slowly, without looking up. Kate went to him, laid her hand on his shoulder and said simply (your duty lies here ( your duty to me, your duty to Claire and her family, you duty to what we(ve built here ( this is where your duty lies. I(ll help you find it if you(ve lost it.”  
He raised his head and told her (Kate, before I met you I was a lonely, unhappy man for many years. You saved my life and now I have to ask you to save it again” he went on, explaining where he stood and where O(Flaherty stood. She understood the problem and said simply (we(ll fix it ( don(t worry!”  He looked up, relieved, but concerned over what O(Flaherty had in mind. He(d need to find a way to deal with this man himself, of that he was sure.
He rose and he and Kate returned to the desk, watching as the butcher and his family finished their meal. The server approached, asking whether she should make up a check and John replied, No, the meal was his pleasure tonight. John watched as she brought the news back to the table and saw O(Flaherty smile broadly, first to his wife, then up at him, with a wink. They stood and left, leaving John watching after them long after the door closed behind them. What would he do? What could he do? He hoped that somehow, he(d have an answer, soon. 

The next morning, before the sun rose, Kate wrapped her shawl about her shoulders and stepped out of the rear door, treading lightly down the stairs from the loading dock and out of the courtyard. The rain had stopped overnight and as the mists swirled through the streets, sunlight began to brighten the sky overhead. She held her hands folded over her chest and was planning to spend an hour in prayer at church before the morning mass. She knew she needed help ( God(s help ( she didn(t know what else to do, but as she turned the corner, a patch of fog obscuring the small lane she and Claire had traveled the month before lifted suddenly. 
The rising sun sent a single shaft of sunlight right into the street at the mouth of the Lane and she stopped and looked at it. A sign! She quickly turned the other way and entered the small lane. It led down the outside of the village, past a couple of outlying houses and stopped at the top of a wide field. On the other side of the stone wall, in the field, she found the narrow trace through the grass she had hoped to find and climbed the wall. Although she hadn(t been sure she(d recall the way, her feet seemed to know exactly where they were leading her and soon, the dark shape of a wide briar thicket rose before her. 
The last time she(d seen this thicket, she remembered, it looked impenetrable, but today, the pathway through was open and clear for her to enter. She stepped inside and followed as the path led her deep within the thicket until, up ahead, rising from a swirling patch of low-lying fog, she saw the tall ash tree. Here she was!  
She stepped forward towards the base of the tree and as she moved, the fog cleared a little at a time until the pool and the low, flat rock along it(s edge were revealed. She knelt upon the rock and facing the deep water of the sacred well, began to pray. The words she learned as a girl from the sisters sounded hollow in her mouth, not right at all, so she simple started speaking to the pool itself, telling of her fear and of her love for her husband. 

She spilled out everything she knew about the trouble he faced and ended, saying (I don(t know if I(m saying it right, or even who you might be, but if there is a spirit here that can help me, I promise with all my heart, that I will honor you and this place for my life. Thank you for hearing this silly woman and her problems.”  

She rose and bowed slightly ( it seemed the right thing to do, then just as she was preparing to leave, she remembered what Claire had done and pulled the belt of her apron through its loops. Holding it out, she walked around to the far edge of the pool, near the ash tree and found where the other strips of cloth had been hung upon the thorn bushes. Finding a branch that rose and leaned out over the pool, here she tied her apron belt.  A soft breeze seemed to spring up suddenly and her belt and the other strips of cloth began to twist and wave in the morning air. 
She returned to the path as the sun rose higher and as before, when she neared the end of the narrow path through the thorny bushes, she glanced back to see only a dark thicket and swirling fog. The ancient ash tree, the pool ( all had simply disappeared behind her. She glanced up at the coming morning and seeing that the sun still hadn(t broken through above the line of buildings, she hurried on to church, at least she could attend Mass this morning. She made it to Mass with a few minutes to spare and afterwards, lit two candles under a painting of Saint Jude before hurrying back to the Inn to start the day(s work.
John was already helping the staff prepare the dining room for breakfast as she put her head around the corner of the desk, hearing the chatter. She smiled and as John saw her, left the dining room and approached her at the desk.(You went out?” he asked.
(I took in some morning air and went to early mass ( lit two candles for you, too” she replied. 
(Can I speak to you ( in private?” he asked her and she nodded, turning to enter the office.
He closed the door behind them. She sat upon the upholstered chair near the library shelves and waited. John stood looking at her for a moment, then knelt down at her side, shaking his head. She held his head in both hands and raised his head to meet her gaze.(I(m ..so terribly...sorry...I lied to you. I didn(t trust my own heart and didn(t trust yours, either. Please forgive me for my thoughtlessness.” 
He looked down at the floor again and she waited a few moments before speaking.(John, I know you so well ( it(s why I married you. You(re a quarrelsome, opinionated old man, but you(re also loyal, brave and have a heart as big as all of Ireland.”

She rubbed his head and said,”I love you, but your decision to keep all this inside...to yourself, maybe to protect me... maybe because you knew how I would react, hurts a bit.” 
He nodded and replied (I never would hurt you, I wanted it away from you ( I didn(t want to darken your heart with worry, or to cloud it with the thought of the ... the ugliness ... that comes with armed struggle. I(ve been so deep in it at times that I thought I could never climb out, but at least you didn’t need to have a part of it. Do you understand?”        She smiled at him and nodded, saying (I understand that you wanted to preserve me from this trouble. But I have a question for you. Do you really think that there’s a single heart in all of Ireland untroubled by the years of hatred, revenge and killing?  Do you think there is even a single child does not know how it feels to know that a loved one is gone, their home is no longer theirs, or their neighbors are no longer their friends? Or did you think that I(m less than a full partner with you in our life together?” 
She paused; as he let her words sink in and then added (Our freedom as Irish people, besides being finally free of the cursed Brits, is also about being free in our hearts to return to our real lives ( to turn us all away from violence and reprisals.” 
He nodded in agreement as she continued, ( ( to become a nation where we can all speak our minds and hearts, pray as we want, without fear. Without fear. That freedom, it seems to me, is going to take a long, long time and a lot of understanding, not more killing.”  
John nodded and simply said (I love you, too, Katy.”
She rose and bent to kiss his troubled head and replied (we(ve got guests to feed, Inn keeper!”  
He rose as well and they embraced before going out to face the guests and staff. As they left the office, Kate felt that a great burden had been lifted from her shoulders and in that moment, realized how it feels when a prayer is answered. John also felt his steps were lighter and he felt stronger than he had in months. He suddenly found wisps of the old love song, (The Foggy Dew” running through his mind and he began to whistle it, standing behind the desk as he absent mindedly read through the register. 
He didn(t notice as one of the tables nearest the door picked the melody up, nor as a second group of people, sitting on the other side of the dining room joined in, one of them beginning to sing the newer, 1916 lyrics, quietly. John began to hear the singing as the third verse was begun ( now quite a few voices had joined in and soon, the entire room was joined in singing, John adding his ringing voice to the end of the last verse...
“And the world... did gaze in deep amaze... At those fearless men, and true... Who bore the fight that freedom's light... Might shine, through the foggy dew.”  
The whole room repeated the last stanza and no one could mistake the pride and the love of their land on those faces at the Sullivan(s tables that morning as the room erupted in applause. Kate stood leaning against the hall archway and looking up at her husband, her pride in him at that very moment, moved her to tears.
Chapter Thirty-Five
O(Flaherty met Mallory at the alley door, just as he was about to slip out. The streets were dark and Mallory startled him.
(Mallory! You should knock!” he exclaimed in surprise.
(I was about to, Eamon, but you opened the door so quickly, my knuckles made no noise!” replied the postman.
(Well, come in, I don(t have all night to dance around!” said O(Flaherty, backing up to let Mallory come in. 
(It(s taken you a good long time to get yourself in here to report!” he added, in a sterner tone.
(I didn(t have much to tell you, besides where I left the cart ( I did see what must have been a search party pass me on the road headed North, twice it was! They didn(t find me.” the postman told the butcher. 
(Well, that(s pretty clear, isn(t it?” replied O(Flaherty. 
Mallory nodded, asking him if all made it back unhurt. O(Flaherty told him the story of young Tunney(s fingers and how, he(d buried the one the weasel didn(t carry off under his mother(s doorstep. Mallory was sorry to hear he(d been injured, but said it could have been much worse. 
(Did he have to see the doctor?” O(Flaherty nodded, adding (He had a pretty good story concocted explaining it as an accident with a cart or some such nonsense ( the doctor didn(t ask him any questions, he just cleaned it up and stitched it all closed.” 
Mallory then asked him how the raiding party had done with the armory and the butcher took him to the back of the room, asked him to help roll a large barrel aside and showed him where the rifles and ammunition boxes were hidden. Mallory(s eyes opened wide. It was an impressive arsenal and the ammunition alone would serve them well even if the order came for a general rising.
(It(s a boon, but it(s also a curse!” O(Flaherty told him, (I can(t keep it all stored here much longer. We(ve got to move it around to lessen the chance of discovery ( even by family members. I(m going to call in John Sullivan(s debt to us and ask him to hide them for a spell.” 
Mallory mentioned that he believed that the Inn had quite a large basement and even some old vaulted cellars down under the dining room floor. (My Da, rest his soul, told me when I was a boy that he had found a group of old ( really ancient stone lined passageways when they replaced a section of bad flooring years and years ago. He didn(t think that the Inn keeper knew they were there and I don(t think he mentioned it to anyone else besides me and my poor brother, rest his soul.” 
O(Flaherty thought that this sounded interesting and asked who else knew about it. Mallory replied (The other carpenters are all dead now, rest them all and besides you, I don(t think even John knows about the vaults. Da told me that there was no access to them through the basement, but that a little digging would give the Inn another whole basement, if they(d want to put in the doorway and lay a little brick.” 

After thanking Mallory and showing him back out into the dark alley, the butcher ran his hands through his hair as he tried to get his mind around this news. He thought that John would do anything he could to help, but digging a new tunnel in his basement? That might be a hard idea to sell him. The basement was used regularly by too many employees and family. He tried to picture the dining room as it sat on the property along the street. What was the property lying on the other side of the narrow alleyway leading into the Inn(s courtyard? 
He racked his brain and then, like a bolt it struck him: the old wool warehouse! It hadn(t been used except for storage for years. It(s street windows were boarded up. With a little work and John(s help, a small work party could dig a small tunnel from inside the old building(s basement, under the alley and into the vaults under the Inn(s dining room! It would be hard work and was a little bit of a risk, but once finished, they could store all their weapons and ordinance there and no one would know unless they had to. He tried to remember who owned the old warehouse...who had he seen at it(s door, just a few weeks ago? 

He tried and tried, but his mind would not give up the information, so he began doing some work to clear his mind. He dragged out a big bag of rock salt and lifted a side of beef he(d hung the day before off its hook, laying it across the worktable. Working with a cleaver and a huge knife, he quickly separated the rib steaks and roasts from the bone. He turned out long strips which he sprinkled with salt until they were covered, then rolled each up and placed them into a new, clean keg, sprinkling more salt into the keg. He rolled up another, repeating the steps until the keg was full. He began packing more salt around the openings in the keg until it was packed solidly, then with his mallet, pounded the lid home. 

As the last blow struck the oaken lid, the name came to him:”Oak —Doakes!”he exclaimed aloud!  
Doakes was the owner ( he was getting on now and had only been in town on rare occasions. O(Flaherty remembered that he(d discussed Ireland(s future course once with the old man, over a pint at the Pub, once. He remembered that Doakes had been with the Land League in Meath! He was a Republic man if anyone was!  
O(Flaherty began formulating a plan to acquire the use of the old warehouse — at least it(s basement. The Inn(s busy traffic made perfect cover and John could help with the movement of tools and men in and out. God help him, even with the digging, too — with any luck at all it all would be finished by the end of the summer! He was pacing across the floor wearing a wide grin and with his hair completely tousled; he might have been mistaken for a raving mental had anyone seen him at that moment.
Chapter Thirty-Six
Any and all collaborators must pay. There is no other way. The stain of this treaty will taint the future of the Republic forever unless justice has its day. There can be no forgiveness for those who turned their back upon their compatriots in the Northern Counties. 
The words sounded heavy and final. Mallory folded up the letter and slipped it inside his coat. The instructions O(Flaherty had written, on the other hand, were clear and not difficult although some risk was involved in the actual moving of the arms and ordinance. The letter accompanying the instructions, was signed by a nom-de-guerre representing the provincial leader of the insurgent I.R.A. the local volunteers answered to. 

The intent of the letter was to intimidate any who may be faltering in their loyalty, faltering in their commitment to the United Republic. There could be no faltering without dire consequences. Mallory knew he had been harboring some doubts over whether his superiors really had what was best for Ireland in their hearts when issuing directives. He shuddered whenever he heard that someone else had been shot and killed, or blown up as their collaboration was unmasked, but this was the road he(d chosen, right enough. He finished tightening the straps holding the cart poles into his donkey(s collar and then, pulling back on the reins, had the small, tough animal back the cart out of its stall. 

The plan had laid out specific times when different carriers would move one fourth of the arms to a new temporary cache location. Four temporary locations had been secured until the tunnels described in their last meeting had been completed. O(Flaherty had found a willing conspirator in the owner of the old wool warehouse, but he was not to be let in on the exact use for his basement O(Flaherty had in mind. 
The idea was that it appear to be a meeting location only ( small groups, night meetings, no lights. All very, very quiet. The reality was that over the next few weeks, a hidden tunnel, carefully disguised behind wall paneling at the warehouse basement side, was going to be dug under the alleyway next door and directly under the Inn(s dining room, into a network of ancient vaults, unseen and unknown. The main danger was discovery from the warehouse, but the owner was leaving town for a few weeks, there would be no one else coming in or going out, save the rotating digging crews, in the middle of the night on alternate nights.  So far it was all working in their favor.
Mallory had the key to O(Flaherty(s side loading door on a cord around his neck. Midway through his normal mail route, he would stop in the alley and pick up a long package wrapped in cardboard, or a few smallish cardboard cartons, addressed for mailing. These would be carried on his deliveries, until they were delivered at the proper address, where they would be transferred, again, to the temporary cache by another (carrier”. 
There had already been two such deliveries and only one more remained after today(s pick up. Mallory had seen troops in convoy run through Ballyfiggin on three occasions since the day after the looting of the arsenal, or, as young Tunney referred to it, (the Battle of the Burnin( Kegs”. Mallory himself remembered it more as the (Battle of the Bloated Gasbag” and had not eaten a single sausage since that night. 
With O(Flaherty away on Holiday, it was a little strange to be unlocking and opening up the butcher(s side door, but he was getting used to it and since there were no windows opening into the alley from neighboring buildings. No unwelcome eyes noticed his coming and going. 

The key turned easily in the heavy iron lock and the door swung slowly inward. (Wha...!” Mallory exclaimed in disbelief as he walked in upon O(Flaherty working at his cutting table.(I thought you were away on Holiday this whole month!” he exclaimed. O(Flaherty shrugged and said, simply (Our plans changed.” He went on with his cutting. He had finished up half of the beef side and was beginning to swivel it around on the block table when he noticed Mallory watching him, still standing by the open door. 
(Well, close the door at least! We don(t want any flies in here!”  He turned the beef and began working on the shoulder end. He stopped when Mallory still hadn(t left with the long package. (What more can I help you with, postman?” he asked the gangly fellow. 
(Well, to be perfectly honest...”he began.
(Yes,” interjected O(Flaherty (let(s be perfectly honest and let(s be quick about it as well!”
(…I was wondering if you might have any... more of your ...sausages left. I hadn(t had any lunch yet and was getting a bit hungry.” Mallory confided.
(I(ll be a feckless eejit!” O(Flaherty exploded (I should have known what you were hanging around for!” He walked over to a small keg at the other end of the room and reaching inside with a pair of tongs, he withdrew a single summer sausage, put it on the table and stuck a fork in it. As Mallory(s hungry eyes followed, he took it over to the low fire burning upon his smoking hearth and laid the fork over the flames. Soon, the sausage was barbequed and Mallory out the door with many, many thanks. 
O(Flaherty watched him go and wiped his forehead. What a simple thing it is, to make someone happy ( really ecstatic ( at little cost to one(s self, he thought. Mallory was indeed a simple fellow ( not stupid, but plain in his motives and tastes. It was what made him reliable and as soon as O(Flaherty could find a way to quit his I.R.A. leadership role, he knew that Mallory would be just the man for the job.
  The recent news he(d heard as the family had traveled throughout the countryside on a short holiday, had made him quite sure that the open fighting could not last much longer. There were discussions ongoing at every level of government and soon, some kind of compromise would be reached, he was sure of it. He expected that (Dev” would step back and order a cease fire once his own support structure was in place, guaranteeing him some future in the Provisional government ( whether or not the six Northern counties were part of the (republic” or not. 
He closed the heavy door and tuned the bolt. Mallory would deliver the guns and in a few days, would pick up the rest. Then it would be mostly over. He hoped the plan he(d been working on would carry them through.
****

John Sullivan knew he had no choice ( he had let others pick up the job he had dropped and now had to do the same for them. His knees were swollen, round as soccer balls. The rags he had bound around them gave him little protection as he dug through the rocky clay beneath the alley. Wooden planks lay along the floor of the shallow tunnel and were brought up and moved each time he added another two feet to its length. He had been given a short handled spade and a pick axe. 
The clay had been rockier than they had expected, but it made the walls of the tunnel more secure, so that the timbers used to shore up the ceiling were set solidly and would not easily shift their positions. Of that, he was grateful ( at least he(d not be buried alive here. The candle lantern flared a little and John turned partially around to see where the draft had come from ( someone new entering the room behind him, maybe even to spell him. 
He felt a tapping on the sole of his work shoe and turning, saw a face he recognized motioning him back to the basement. There was barely room for the two men to squeeze past each other in the narrow passage. He crawled over to the side, handing his tools to the next man who began digging immediately without a single word. They had agreed that there would be no talk of any kind in the tunnel and was thankful that it would, at least, go faster without conversation. 

They had been digging three nights, now, although not consecutive. They had come almost 12 feet from the inside of the warehouse basement and had barely another 8 to go, from what he could figure. He never was able to find any plan of the Inn that showed the location of the vaults beneath the dining room, but given the authority of the primary source of information, he knew they must be close.          He crawled on hands and knees to exit the tunnel, where another digger was resting waiting for his time to return to the work. John smiled at him and the fellow replied, whispering to John that it was going much faster than they had expected and John agreed, saying that tonight, or the next work crew would probably strike the brick or stone vault wall itself. He backed out of the tunnel and dropped down onto the warehouse basement floor. One of his comrades waited.
The other man checked his pocket watch and asked John how business had been.(It(s getting a little slower now ( summer(s coming to an end and the tourists will be heading back to their jobs.”  
The man nodded, saying (I(ll be back at school in two weeks!” 
He mentioned that there had been a directive from the Provisional Government to expand the classes in Gaelic language, adding historic literature as soon as the reference resources could be located and John easily told him of Claire(s skills with the older tongues. He bit his tongue as he almost let too much information slip, but finished by suggesting that after the school year started, he(d mention it to her to see if she would be able to give them any help putting together a curriculum.(You know, I(m not fully conversant in Irish myself, I(m ashamed to admit!”  
They spoke quietly about the generations who never learned their own language, under English threat of prison and punishment.
(If it wasn(t for remote country folks like those up in Mayo, the language might have been lost altogether over the years.” 

After some interchange, John concluded, ”That(s all behind us now and someday, soon, all Irish children will speak their tongue as well as English!” John glanced at his watch and motioned to the tunnel as he sipped from the water flask beside the chair. John nodded and the other digger went back into the tunnel. The man coming out was very dirty ( really covered in the grey mud ( even his face, which had not been the case when he spelled John. 
John asked him what had happened and he mentioned that the ground had gotten much harder, so he(d really put his back behind it and on the last blow, he(d struck a hollow pocket filed with water, which back-splattered into the tunnel and all over his face. 
(Is it going to be a problem for the tunnel?” John asked and the man replied, no, it was just an isolated pocket, not a spring, or anything that flowed, but he had been worried. 
(You have a cesspool over there somewhere don(t you? I was worried that we(d tapped into it and I was wearin’ your guests( shite!, but it didn(t smell much, so I guess it isn(t the cesspool after all.” 
John stifled a laugh, saying (That(s a good thing,” adding that the cesspool was further back on the property and downhill from where they were digging. John checked his watch and they spoke quietly about the vaults up ahead and what they might have been dug for. John had heard stories about a large manor house had once been in Ballyfiggin, many centuries before it had burned. Je He now wondered if the Inn had been built on the site.
(You know, the dining room was expanded over a crawlspace with nothing but a shallow perimeter foundation holding it up. The site hasn(t been excavated in my lifetime, as far as I can remember and we never wondered much about what had been below us!” 
The other digger suggested that they might have been built to store spirits or wines.(I read somewhere that the English gentry used to store their port wine in cellars or something like them. I(ll bet there(s a roomful of ancient wine just waiting for us!” 
John shook his head, joking that (If my house burnt, the first thing I(d save would be my wines and spirits, then maybe my wife and children, so I(m sure nothing was left behind if they were storage vaults”. He looked at his watch and rose, moving back to crawl down the tunnel and take his turn again. 

When he’d crawled into position, he tapped the digger in front of him on his shoes, took the tools and eased over to let the other man get past him. The candle lantern was steady and the floor of the tunnel, though sloppy wet, was not flowing. He pushed a few shovelfuls behind him and took out the pick to strike a few blows to loosen the clay a bit more. Here, he began to find larger rock. It was much heavier going. The rocks blunted his blows and the wet clay sucked at the shovel. Each time the rock and clay was passed back, it was heavier than the last load. He was working up a serious sweat that ran off the end of his nose and splattered into the wet floor. 
Wiping off his face, John tugged at the tagline that indicated a sled full of clay and rock was full and needed to be pulled out of the tunnel. He waited until he felt the sled move behind him and struck once more with the pick. There was a slight pinging sound and he felt the pick stop short, so he tried it again and this time, the pick stopped so short that his hands and arms tingled. Crawling up close, he laid the pick down and tried to clear out the hole with the spade, revealing what appeared to be three courses of mortared stone blocks. 
There was nothing in the Inn(s basement that resembled this type of stonework in any way. They had made it to the vaults! He began to clear as much of the wall(s surface as he could and by the time his replacement had tapped his shoe, he(d cleared the wall out to the diameter of the tunnel. He whispered that the other digger should pass up timbers and boards to setup the shoring structure - doubling it at the wall. 
The man nodded and began pushing the wooden boards up to him from behind. He took them and wedged them into place, digging out small niches to hold the vertical timbers holding the beams above his head. These were wedged into position and driven into place with blows from the end of the pickaxe head. 
His replacement took a long look at the masonry before him and whispered (That(s going to be it for tonight (we don(t have the tools here to break through the stone work!” 
The two men crawled out of the tunnel together and told the third that the tunnel had reached its destination. He crawled in quickly, to take a look and returned quickly, smiling. (From the look of that old mortar, clearing out the masonry should not be too hard a job ( I could gouge it with my fingernail!” He held up his finger so they could see the white smear of crumbling lime mortar. 
They quickly cleaned their hands and faces in a washbowl filling it from a pitcher. The third to clean up had to use muddy water, but he wiped the mud off and looked almost passable for church. Their digging clothes came off next and they changed into their regular clothing, then they carefully brought up the removed section of wall paneling to cover the opening of the tunnel. It fit snugly and would be hard to detect, especially once a fresh coat of paint had been rubbed into the seams and cracks. 
The biggest problem would be the removal and disposal of the night(s pile of rock and clay soil. It had to be brought up the stairs in small packages and carried away under the cover of darkness to be dropped into the deep pond which lay a half mile or so behind the Inn, through a small densely wooded area. They would be finished in two hour(s time. John would be back in bed by one in the morning.
Kate was sleeping soundly and didn(t notice him climbing in next to her.
****
The next stage, all agreed, had to wait for young Tunney, who had experience with masonry. That put the final work party square in the middle of the coming weekend. John would not be able to get away, so the final push into the vault would be accomplished by Tunney, O(Flaherty and Mallory. He gave word to O(Flaherty that he was to send for John when they broke through and O(Flaherty agreed. John was going to spend an anxious night behind the front desk until he knew they were through.
 Tunney spent three quarters of an hour with a long cold chisel, cutting out the mortar joints. It had gone quickly at first, the top three courses were very soft, but he remaining twelve courses were not. Their mortar had remained dry and required the hammer and chisel to break it all out. Finally, it was complete and Tunney pulled the tagline to remove the debris from behind him. The small chamber lying against the wall had resulted when the end of the tunnel was enlarged somewhat to allow more strenuous work. The sled was withdrawn and Tunney pulled the empty one back up ( almost empty. It held a long-handled mallet and long iron breaker bar. He positioned his legs safely out of the rock-fall area and set the point of the bar into the largest opening between the rocks. 
As Tunney struck at the bar, he worried that the pinging noise might carry up through the earth and be heard in the Inn above, but he kept it up until the first stone shifted, then with steady pressure, he dislodged it enough to drive it back into the opening behind the wall. It fell onto a solid floor, judging from the sharp smack it made striking. He repeated his actions twice more, until he was able to knock blocks through with hammer blows alone. 
As the first course tumbled into the inky blackness beyond, he paused to check the candle ( it burned brightly, but did not flicker, confirming there was only stale air beyond. He positioned a beam in place to hold the courses above and shored it up at either end. Then he began removing the courses of block below it. After he had cleared three more, he was exhausted. 

His replacement, Mallory, tapped him on his shoe and took the tools. Mallory also had an extra two candle lanterns with him and these he placed near the opening as Tunney crawled back through the tunnel. As Mallory began to knock blocks through, Tunney told O(Flaherty what he(d seen so far and to let John know they were through. 
O(Flaherty went himself, as he hadn(t yet changed out of his regular clothing. He crept into the Inn through the back loading door and had to wait before entering as the cook was lugging meat out of the cool locker and the hallway was blocked. Finally, the hallway was clear and he stepped quickly up to the front desk, where John met him and heard the news. 
O(Flaherty quickly returned the way he came and two hours later, John managed to get away from the desk. He was as excited that he(d see what lay below his dining room as for any other reason, remembering the excavation of the entrance to the Red Gate with the O(Deirgs. The fact that weapons were soon going to be in storage below his guests( feet as they dined, was something he tried to put out of his mind. He certainly could not stop it from happening, in any case. 

Chapter Thirty-Seven
Tunney was resting and speaking in a quiet voice with Mallory and O(Flaherty was striking what according to Tunney, must be the last few blows before the way was completely cleared. John was anxious to see for himself. He donned a spare set of digger(s clothes that were lying on the floor near the empty debris sledge. Taking a candle lantern, he crept into the gaping tunnel. He caught sight of the glow of O(Flaherty(s candle before he actually saw the man. O(Flaherty was lifting what must have been a heavier stone than the rest and it was causing him not a little distress. His face was beet red and he was glistening in sweat as John crept up close. 
(Here we are!” he exclaimed, then lowered his voice quickly before asking John if any noise was heard inside the Inn.
(Not a sound, except when I went to the nearest basement wall. I heard a slight tapping noise, but it wasn(t loud enough to have sounded like anything important and there was no reason anyone would have been down there anyway.” 
John asked to look into the vault. O(Flaherty squeezed up along the inside of the tunnel and John pressed past him. The ragged opening of the masonry led into an open, silent blackness. 

The tunnel intersected the vault high up on it(s outside wall, so there was a substantial drop of six or more feet below the edge of the opening, but holding a lantern, John lay upon the tunnel floor and held the light down into the darkness below. It appeared dry, with a brickwork floor, coated in a heavy layer of dust and a stream of fresh mud. The vault ran back away from him further than the beams of the lantern shone and he guessed that he could see maybe 10 or 12 feet into the room. He saw what looked like a table pushed to one side, possibly against another wall and what might be an opening into an adjoining room. 

Struggling back to his hands and knees he turned to O(Flaherty and offered him his hand, congratulating him on the successful completion of the plan. O(Flaherty said (Thank you, John, we(ve all taken part in this. It won(t be over until the arms are safely buried... er, stored here, for me at least. Not a moment too soon for that!”  John agreed and they withdrew, pulling the heavy debris sledge behind them.
(Shall I try to shore up the opening a bit? Maybe lay a couple of buttressing beams against the lintel beam?” Tunney asked, wiping the clay from his face and hands. O(Flaherty gave it some thought, then to John, replied (I think it(s a good idea ( go ahead next time.”  John nodded and Tunney, now almost clean replied (I(ll finish it up tomorrow night” and handed the towel to John.
O(Flaherty spoke a few words of final instructions to Tunney, whose job it would be to clean up and replace the wall boards. He waited until Tunney had dressed and quietly slipped away before he told John the final schedule for moving the arms to their new home. John was glad it would all be over soon ( if they didn(t get caught in the mean time. 
(Don(t worry, so much, man!” O(Flaherty added, donning his overcoat, (everything(s been looking up lately ( haven(t you noticed?” 
John smiled and nodded, replying (you(re just glad it won(t be your barrels they(re looking into”. 
O(Flaherty agreed and said quietly (John, no one else will ever know. There are just the five of us. Even the old gent whose building we(re standing in has no idea.”
John pulled his jacket around him as they stepped out, headed into the woods behind the warehouse. Next door, he could see the lights of the dining room windows shining through the yews running along the alley. The two tread softly in silence and soon, he and O(Flaherty parted, each of them finding a different path to take them home, unseen. As much practice as John had gotten at creeping about without notice, it made him very uneasy. He finally relaxed a bit, some minutes later when he stepped out onto his courtyard cobblestones from behind his carriage house.
Chapter Thirty-Eight
As the morning sun had begun to touch the pasture walls( tops with light, the children were already up and scrubbed. Breakfast bacon was sizzling in both houses ( O(Deirg and Quinn and tea was steeping. Finn pulled his boots on and pulled the laces tight as Claire called (Breakfast is on the table!” The O’Derricks had spent the night at the O(Deirg(s while the girls slept at the Quinns. With the children sleeping in the side bedroom, the adults spoke quietly for many hours, about the discovery, the loss of Finn and Maeve(s father, the voices and dreams and what Claire had learned about the older speech. 
(It(s a wonder any of us are awake at all!” she exclaimed to Finn as he joined them at the table. He rubbed his eyes and smiled at Paddy, who held the chair for Cora as she sat down. He was proud of his son and proud of his wife ( and, knew he(d be proud of the twins, too, someday soon. He thought of his father and wished he could have seen them all sitting here. 
The annual family visit to the Red Hall was wonderful and terrible at the same time. It always brought back his feelings of sadness and loss at his father(s passing, but it renewed his strength in the tasks he set to and his connection with the land, so it was also a blessing. Now, he and Claire found that this tradition, more than any calendar occasion, or celebration they marked during the year, began the New Year for them in spirit as it ended the past year. 
He looked across the table at his cousins and at his children and hoped that they would all share some of this renewal he felt.
An hour later, with the children all riding together in the back of the cart and Paddy, Maeve and Claire seated up high on the seat, they rode down the slope into the lower pasture. Passing the boggy section, Pat, Finn and Franklin tried to keep their boots dry, stepping lively as S.H. ran about in circles barking. It reminded Claire of a parade she(d seen as a girl, in Galway, the only thing missing was a piper band to lead them!  
As they neared the rocks, Finn pointed out across the sea where the seabirds were rising and calling to one another.(The fishing must be good this season!” he told Franklin (they aren’t usually so busy this early.”  
(Maybe they wanted to give us a proper welcome.” Franklin replied, smiling as the breeze tossed his hair over his eyes. The ground was uneven here and he stumbled, catching himself on Finn(s outstretched arm. (You(re a life saver, Cousin!” he exclaimed. 
Soon, they were all gathered together under the shelter of the outcropping. Claire noticed how little the years had changed the small shed built over the entrance to shield it from the elements and from unwelcome eyes. The wood had weathered early on, to a nice, soft grey, which blended into the color of the rocks above. All of the signs of disturbed, collapsed, back-filled earth had disappeared under the grasses and flowers years before, so to the Derrick(s eyes, it appeared to be a small shepherd(s hut built under the outcropping. 

Cora turned ‘round and ‘round, looking out over the sea, then up at the pasture, then at the rocks above her, then again, across the lower pasture. Her eyes seemed fixed on something very distant and as Claire and Maeve watched, she walked to the small shed and laid her hand on the sturdy wooden door with it(s heavy iron hasp and bar. To their surprise, she began to laugh. 
Finn and Paddy hobbled the donkey so he could graze and keep S.H. company. No matter how many times they had tried to coax the dog to enter the door of the shed, he had refused, backing away and barking. Claire always assumed it was because S.H. could hear the voices as clearly as she and Maeve could, but for whatever reason, the dog never got any closer than the sandy depression where the hearthstone still sat near the fire pit. 
Everyone gathered close to the shed as Cora took her hand off the door, then turned to her female cousins, exclaiming (What a crowd of voices! There must be many hundreds of spirits speaking here ( maybe more!” 
Claire and Maeve nodded and Claire replied (Many and yet, only one. Withhold your judgment until you are with us below ( you(ll find it very different below.”
Pat turned the key in the heavy lock and Finn and Paddy passed out the candle lanterns that were stored just inside. Finn asked the O’Derricks to come in, that there was much more room inside than appeared from the outside and sure enough, there was enough room on the wooden landing above the stairs to hold everyone while their lanterns were carefully lit. 
Claire, Maeve and Cora went first, with the children following and the men and Paddy bringing up the rear. Cora whispered that it was very dark and Claire and Maeve nodded, telling her that as her eyes adjusted to the darkness, the candles would bring more than enough light to see. Soon, they were all gathered around the inscription around the dark key stone. 
The O’Derricks were silent, all of their faces awestruck. Finn pointed out the inscription, which Claire translated for them and then Claire withdrew the bronze key belt from it(s cloth bag. Finn told them that as she placed the belt into the inscribed places prepared for it, the inner chambers would be revealed. She laid it down carefully and Finn, using the heavy staff he(d brought, struck the central medallion three times.
Whatever the O’Derricks expected, the reality was still a complete shock. One of the daughters screamed in fright as the immense stone wall before them began to descend into the floor, shuddering and shaking. They were met with a rush of stale air, which made the O’Derricks and the younger children turn away. Claire waited a few moments more, for their eyes to adjust to the lack of light and led the way into the outer Hall, tracing her fingers along the inscribed history of the (First Children”. 
Cora seemed mesmerized by the soft red polished stone surface and it(s myriad of inscriptions and symbols. Claire began telling them the story of the First Children and though it was a story the Quinns and O(Deirgs had heard each year from the past ten, no one spoke or hurried. The words cast an ageless spell in the ancient hallway, holding each person(s heart gently. 
She finished the story up to the coming of the Teacher and paused, telling the O’Derricks what they were about to see in the vaulted Hall. As they passed out of the entrance Hall, their lanterns sent shadows racing before them across the polished floor as far as their eyes could see. They saw the bases of the mighty columns march across the floor in regular order, filling out the hall as far as they could see on either side. Franklin drew in his breath. He had never seen a single space of this size and was awestruck by the architectural skill of the ancients. 

He felt a strong vibration rise from the floor, into his bones as he walked. It felt like the footfalls of thousands around him and he was at first, fearful. Finn, noticing his discomfort, said (What you(re feeling, are the steps of countless generations that have been here before us ( our ancestors ( our blood.”  
As the words left Finn(s lips, an indescribable feeling of comfort flooded into Franklin(s heart. It was a peaceful feeling he had not known since he was a child. It felt secure, safe and warmed him through and through. Cora was feeling something only slightly different and had tears streaming down her cheeks and a wide smile on her lips. 
Their girls, held their lanterns up high and began to follow up the columns to where they branched and spread out in the vaulted areas overhead. The red stone sparkled in the flickering of all the candle lanterns and high above, the ceiling began to sparkle like stars in the early morning sky before dawn. The girls held each other(s hands and they too, wore broad smiles. 
Maeve and Claire soon began to attend to the voice in their heads ( and their hearts. The voice spoke slowly and with great compassion.(Not yet, all is not ready. The world of man is not ready, but the day will come. Guard the gate, hold its secrets close. All those who can hear are welcome, but those who will not hear may not enter.” It repeated over and over again. 

Claire and Maeve had heard the same voice over the years so many times it had become a comfort. For Finn, it spoke in his father(s voice and brought tears of sadness to his eyes, but reassuring and soothing as well. Pat felt the meaning of the words resounding in his heart, but heard nothing beyond the breathing of his family about him and the soft padding of their feet on the stone floor. The children each felt, or heard the voice, some not understanding, but all feeling something like what Franklin was feeling for the first time. They all knew that they belonged here, that they were home and that the love of family was all around them. 
As they all followed Claire deeper into the Great Hall, Liam pointed ahead, showing the Derrick girls their destination, where a giant warrior seemed to be rising right out of the floor. The girls tugged on their mother(s skirt and pointed, holding back, their anxiety suddenly building again. Cora touched Franklin(s arm for reassurance. 
Claire looked back at her family following behind and read the fear on the faces of the Derrick girls. She stopped and went to them, holding their hands and telling them not to be afraid (There(s a mighty ancient statue you must see, where we learned the lessons of the (First Children” and the Teacher. Come with me” she pulled the girls forward and the four of them led the way. 
All three girls( fears melted at the sound of Claire(s words, now they strained to approach more quickly. They were drawn, in growing amazement, to the warrior standing in the shadows.
(Look!” said the youngest Derrick daughter, (He(s not a warrior, he(s a teacher! See his book?” Claire pointed out the belt the statue wore was the same as the key she used to open the huge stone gateway. The Derrick girls pointed to it as Claire let the children arrange themselves around her feet. She sat beneath the towering figure, his stern gaze looking out over their heads, towards the West. She motioned the adults to all sit nearby and then, her own gaze following the direction of the Teacher, she suddenly seemed to the O’Derricks to almost grow in size, becoming somehow different, but also the same. 
Her breathing slowed and her eyes focused on something only she could see as she began to speak. Slowly, with great purpose, she re-told the entire story of the coming of the Teacher and the reason for the great Hall as well as what lay beneath, near the Teacher(s feet. 

With each word Claire spoke, the same word resounded in the hearts of all those gathered around her, but in the ancient tongue. Words of strength, words of sadness and loss, but also words of encouragement and hope in the world to follow. Everyone understood in their own way. Before she had finished, tears streamed down the cheeks of all the O’Derricks, Pat, Maeve, Finn and Paddy. The younger children sat quietly, smiles on their faces, gazing upwards at the face of the Teacher. 

After Claire finished and composed herself, there was quiet for several minutes before someone spoke. Finn broke the silence and told them how his father had died, in his arms, but not before charging him with the task of guarding the secrets here. He then welcomed Franklin and his family, (Home, to the core of your birthright, from where all of our strength comes ...and our luck, too!”  
He stood and motioned all to stand and they began embracing in a circle ( each holding another. Cora asked Claire if she could tell her a story from her people and Claire nodded. 

(A Long, long time ago, long before there were any white people in our land, my ancestors secured their lands in brutal warfare against those who lived on our borders. They engaged in raids and reprisals and stole children and women from each other, took game, and burned each other’s crops. Then, when wise people among us began to doubt that our way of life could endure in this way, the words of a Teacher who had risen up among us, led us away from the way of war and taught us to share our lands and our way of life with those who had been our enemies.” 
She paused and Maeve touched her arm, encouraging her to continue. She continued slowly (Soon, we had brought together five different nations into one, later a sixth nation joined with us and we lived in peace and harmony, our strength growing all the while, following the promise the Teacher taught us. We became the People of the Long Houses and even when the white men came, they respected our strength and our ways. The wise among them came to sit with our teachers and learn our way of life and today, many of the laws of the United States of America are based on laws the Teacher taught us so long ago” 
Claire said, (It(s clear that you(re our sister even from so far away!”  She added, (as we learned here...of the coming of the Teacher and the loss of the wisdom he brought the First Children, we now hear much the same story from you, yet not all the wisdom was lost, it seems, among your people. The world is changing; maybe the day is coming when the secrets may be revealed again in this world to everyone!” 

As she and the children prepared to rise, Claire noticed a small crack in the edge of the ring of inlaid red stonework around the opening through the floor. She ran her fingernail along it and a small piece of the red marble fell away and into her hand. It was quite small, an inch long or so, polished on two sides and she absent-mindedly put it into her pocket. They all rose and began walking together to the end of the Great Hall, children chattering away ( their gay voices dissolving the gloomy darkness ahead and behind them. 

More questions were asked and answered and by the time they withdrew towards the Red Hall and the entrance stairs, the light outside was beginning to fail. 
(How do you feel?” Pat asked the O’Derricks, as they watched the huge stone wall rise again to seal off the Great Hall ( the Red Gate.
The rumbling and scraping concluded and silence returned to the chamber as Claire gathered up the key belt. (Franklin turned to his wife and she answered Pat, saying (I(m very tired, but I feel very peaceful.” She turned to Franklin, who answered (Yes, all of that and my head feels like it(s so full it will explode!” 
Pat and Maeve laughed, saying (It is like that for us too, each time!” then Liam added (Yes! And I(m famished and very, very thirsty!”  Finn produced a water flask, which was passed around among the thirsty children. They ascended the stairs as Finn explained that he and his father had built these stairs in record time, thinking they would be temporary. When they had dropped the bar and locked the outer wooden door behind them, Maeve suggested they all come to the Quinn house for a large dinner, since no one had eaten since breakfast.
Chapter Thirty-Nine
The next morning, was 22 August. Across the mountains, in a pretty valley near Cork, named Beal na’m Blath, for its flowers; a motorized column of Free State Army officers, including Commander Michael Collins, wound along the narrow road. As they turned a blind corner under a rock outcropping, up the slope from their position, a carefully picked ambush force descended from well-placed positions above, raking the entire column in a cross fire. 
When the shooting was over, Michael Collins and many of his officers lay dead. The ultimate treachery of the civil war played out leaving Ireland without one of her most able leaders. The man who had fought defending the G.P.O at the Easter rising, became Sinn Fein leader and Minister in the New Republic with a 10,000 Pound reward on his head, then beat the Brits on the battlefield with his (flying columns”, forcing them to the negotiating table, now dead; his blood on the hands of his former I.R.A. comrades. This taking place less than a week after the President, Arthur Griffith was laid to rest in Glasnevin! 
The news spread quickly and by the end of the next day, the whole story was being discussed in the Pubs in Ballyfiggin. The old priest heard the news and asked that the bell toll in mourning. It rang over Ballyfiggin twenty six times and then was silent. Candles were lit, filling all the devotional altars and finally, word was sent out that a special Mass was to be held that evening. Many folks, going about their daily business were seen wearing black arm bands, or green ones. Many women and men alike wiped tears from their eyes. 
When would it end? they wondered. How could Ireland go forward with the shame of a black day such as this on her conscience?

The first news of the ambush to reach O(Flaherty(s ears was overheard as he made a delivery to the Harp & Hound. He saw Charlotte had been crying and asked her, as he put the small keg on the bar, (Who died, girl? Why the tears?” 
Her eyes flashed wide, replying (Surely you haven(t heard? They(ve gone and killed Michael Collins himself!” 
O(Flaherty reeled back, away from the bar ( he couldn’t have expected it to come to this and put his hand over his face, muttering (I(m sorry, I didn(t know!” 
He sat on the nearest stool and asked (Where did it happen, how?” 
She filled in the details she knew, adding (The I.R.A.(s taken one of their own this time ( even if he signed the treaty ( it should never have come to this!”  
O(Flaherty nodded slowly, his face in his hands. He thought back on all the years of struggle and violence against the British. The bravery, the stirring speeches, the unselfish labor, all for this? He had called Collins a traitor aloud, but hearing that he had been killed, he could only remember that Collins was one of the best men he had ever known. He stood and thanked Charlotte and told her that the order was his pleasure this time and left the pub quickly. 

As he rode back through the streets, he began to notice the mourning bands on people he passed and when he passed the church, hearing the bell begin to ring, he drew his truck over near the churchyard wall and stepped down. He felt an overwhelming need to pray. He felt less sure of his life now than at any time since he had watched his father(s health fail, watched his father(s mind fail. 
He removed his cap and holding it in both hands, climbed the steps and entered the darkened church. As his eyes adjusted to the darkness, he saw hundreds of candles blazing on every surface available. He recognized the old priest, as he moved along the aisles, speaking to one family, or touching the shoulder of a widow, offering consoling words. O(Flaherty saw the younger priest trying to set up an extra table for more devotional candles near the door, so he immediately joined him to help. 
(Hard news, Father” he said and the priest nodded, repeating (Hard, sad news.”  They worked extending the legs and securing the trestle with wooden pins the priest had in his cassock pockets. They moved it over to the image of Saint Jude which already had so many candles burning beneath it, O(Flaherty wondered if the heat would melt the paint. O(Flaherty heard the sounds of soft prayer and the sounds of muted crying coming from all around him. 
His chest felt tight and it was becoming hard to breathe, but he tried to concentrate on helping the priest move the candles over to the new table, so he didn(t notice the nun approach to help them. (Thank you sister Agnes ( we(ll need to watch this table. So many candles” the priest told her. 
O(Flaherty didn(t recognize her name, or her voice, but didn(t look up from his task and when he had finished, he turned towards the priest and asked him if he would hear his confession. The priest replied, (Of course, Eamon ( follow me.” They walked towards the confessionals, leaving the nun to finish with the candles.
O(Flaherty entered the small, dark cabinet, crossing himself, then croaking out his request for blessing. The priest, determining that it had been a few months since he had confessed, asked him what sins he had committed. There was a long silence. 
O(Flaherty fought with the demons of his pride and his anger. The priest asked again and this time, he replied (I...I(ve raised my hand against my neighbor, Father, I(ve... hated and I(ve even killed. More than once”. His throat began to constrict and the words came with great difficulty.
(I(ve committed the sin of Pride. I(ve done what I thought I had to do, to free our ...nation from the tyranny of the British.” he managed to blurt out, but the priest interrupted him.

(Eamon, many, many of us have done the same. God tells us we must not kill, but then we are faced with brutality and injustice and we find ourselves taking lives of others out of fear, out of anger. God forgives us our frailty as humans..” 
O(Flaherty interrupted (I don(t mean the troubles only, Father... I ..I have taken steps to sow hatred against my brothers ( other Irishmen I disagree with. Men like Michael Collins, rest his soul... men I fought side by side with, now thinking they were my enemies. In my heart, Father, I used to know what was right, but now, all I feel is a void, a hollow. Help me, Father. Tell me what is right.”  

The young priest, was still confused and surprised by O(Flaherty(s confession and for a moment, didn(t know what to tell the distraught man. O(Flaherty, meanwhile felt like a wall within him was beginning to crumble. All the years of buried pain ( the loss of first his father, then his sister and mother. Then the pain of denying the anger and hatred he felt towards all of them for taking away the security and happiness he had known as a boy and the disappointment, the disappointment… and the fear! Fear of not knowing what he had to do, where he should go ( fear of being found out, fear of being the target of a British sniper(s rifle fire, dying in a prison cell or at the end of a noose. 

But the biggest fear of all of them gnawed at him. It was the fear that he would surely turn out no better than his father had, letting his entire family down, letting down his men, letting down himself. He felt his heart tearing apart and from his stony face, tears began to flow, hitting the little shelf near the screen with small soft plops. 
The priest finally spoke (Eamon,” he said, God has seen that you were ready to melt your heart today and release the pain you have been storing inside it. No matter what you have done, or thought you have done, you are God(s child, as all of us are.”  
O(Flaherty listened, hanging on each word, hoping that for such as him, they would be true. The priest went on (none of us are perfect children, save one. He died that your sins be forgiven. God loves you and wants to restore your spirit. All of us need to be restored in hard times ( we(ve been tested sorely for a long, long time, ...all of us have and we now have the chance to accept our sin, ...put it behind us and undergo the restoration of God(s grace. Let us pray together...” 
He led Eamon O(Flaherty in a short prayer of contrition, and then told him that he should pray again, each day, thanking God for his forgiveness. The priest concluded by saying, (now, as Jesus said after casting out the unclean spirit that had dwelt inside a suffering man; go and sin no more.”  
(Thank you, Father” said O(Flaherty and as he rose wiping his eyes, he felt suddenly lighter, younger than he had felt in many years. He opened the door and looked out at the lines of mourners gathering for confession and realized that each person there that day, had been damaged in some way, unique to them all, yet all shared. He walked out past the table groaning under the weight of candles for Saint Jude. 

As he passed, the nun who had been working with the candles looked up at him and for an amazing instant, he saw someone else(s face staring back at him, but he smiled, nodding as he passed and left the church, on his way to the Inn. 
But still, the nun(s face! What was wrong with the nun(s face? He couldn’t quite put words into his mind to express what he had seen and dismissed it as the emotion following his tears.
****
John Sullivan got the news from Kate, who had just brought the mail in to the office.
(Mr. Mallory just stopped with the mail and some very sad news.” she told him, putting the envelopes down on his desk. (The Irregular I.R.A. killed Michael Collins yesterday afternoon, in an ambush near Cork.” She put her hand to her mouth and fought back tears. Her shoulders were shaking and John went to her, holding her, finding himself also holding back tears. 
(How did it happen?” 
She shook her head, she didn(t know, but the newspapers were sure to have all the details. 
John nodded, saying (I...I never expected it to come to this. Now it must stop, before we kill all the best of us!” He heard his voice raise in anger and pain, but had no more words ( his heart felt empty. This was the destination awaiting them all at the end of the violent road they(d traveled. His mind reeled thinking back all the years and all the fine words spoken. 

He remembered reading the accounts of the verbal attacks of the Dail against the signers of the treaty and had agreed with most of them, but now, hearing the results of the disagreement, the results of the anger ( it felt wrong, somehow. He thought of his daughter and her family ( safe and untouched by the troubles and this newest ugliness and it comforted him some. 
As he withdrew from Kate(s embrace, he felt tears coursing down his cheeks and wiped his eyes with his handkerchief, then wiped his wife(s eyes. He told her a story of the time, during the troubles with Britain, I.R.A. chief Eamon DeValera had been captured by a sadistic British officer. The Brits subjected him to brutal torture for several days trying to force him to reveal Michael Collins name and whereabouts, but he resisted, telling them nothing, protecting the life of his brother in arms. John shuddered as he realized that DeValera probably had known about the assassination himself.
Where was the glory in that? Where was the honor?  He sat at his desk and buried his face in his hands. Kate stood over him, her hand laid on his head and she wondered what direction Ireland would take next and how their lives would be affected.
****
Pat Quinn was the next to hear, when he stopped at the Harp & Hound for lunch and Charlotte and her husband were putting a black ribbon on the door. They told him and he fell back, having to catch himself on a downspout to prevent slipping into the street. Shocked, he asked for as much detail as he could. Then he thanked them and retired to his office as they closed the pub in mourning. He heard the church bells tolling and closed the file cabinet drawer. He(d not be able to complete any work today and he gathered up his belongings to head home to his family, first stopping to purchase a news broadsheet. 
He drove back in silence, his heart as heavy as granite. He thought of the words Sinn Fein ( ourselves alone. Alone. He recalled his knowledge of Ireland(s history of killing her heroes or watching them self-destruct. Alone ( that was where they were headed, he thought, then he remembered the words that had resounded in his heart just a few days before, as the sky darkened and the rain began to fall. There was still hope, after all. 
Pat decided he(d settle for that, if nothing else was available. He fought off the early signs of depression settling in and wondered how his family would react and wondered if he should keep it from the children. The showers let up as he turned into the lane and drove up the hill. The sun began to shine through the clouds and he took it as a sign that better days were indeed, coming for them all. He left the automobile behind the house and entered through the back door.
Maeve and Claire met him and seeing his face, asked what had happened.
Pat asked them to come with him, over to the O(Deirg house, where, Claire told him, Cora, Franklin and the girls were resting before beginning their packing. He asked Liam to look after his brother and sisters, saying they(d be right back ( (no funny business!”  
He asked Claire where Finn and Paddy were and she pointed downhill. They went into the O’Deirg house and seeing the three girls were asleep, motioned to Franklin and Cora to accompany them outside. Once all were gathered on the O(Deirg front porch, Pat showed them the news broadsheet and told them (Yesterday, DeValera(s I.R.A. ambushed and killed Michael Collins and several other officers of the Free State Army. The entire nation is in mourning, again.” The women drew in their breath and began to cry, holding each other, while Franklin slumped back against the door. 

Franklin looked up at Pat, hoping that something Pat would say would help him bear his disappointment and his anger. (I came so close to being part of all that.” he announced, adding (I see the mistakes I made and wonder how many others will see their own failings... before it(s too late.”  
Pat touched his arm, saying (I thought about that all the while I was driving back from Ballyfiggin. All I could be sure of was that there is still hope that a better day will come for our sad Nation. I wondered first, if our leaders, men who had been close friends, could turn on each other, what hope was there for us all?”

 Pat added, “I hope that this news will burn a lesson into our hearts. I hope that today marks the end of the violence for Ireland.” Franklin nodded and wiped his eyes. 
Finn and Paddy, returning from the pasture at the end of the day, received the news with much the same sadness and pain that Pat had felt.

Paddy sat on the edge of the porch, sniffling (He was a hero and now he(s dead.”  Finn knelt beside him, saying (it(s hard, isn(t it son, when someone is taken. Just try to remember all the good that he did for Ireland and all the good words he left behind for us. Those deeds and words will live on and will outlast us all!” The small family drew closer and clung to each other as the sun began to slip behind the waves and islands off to the west.
Chapter Forty
By half past 5 o(clock that evening, the church had already begun to fill with groups of mourning parishioners. By 6 o(clock, it was full, with more arriving and taking places along the walls. Extra chairs were brought out and placed along the aisles and when those filled, chairs were brought out from the rectory. There was a low murmur of muted greetings as people found their family or friends. Finally, standing room was all that was left for the late comers who drifted in from the surrounding countryside. 
Ballyfiggin still wore black bunting from the death of the Provisional President, Arthur Griffith, just a week before. These were hard days. For people living outside the major population centers, with news often taking days to reach them and their elected Dail representative usually away in Dublin, the sense of hope brought by the treaty with England had been replaced by fearfulness and despair. 
For many, the only place to turn now was the church. Even if real answers would be in short supply, at least they could have their faith encouraged. Faith was the mortar that had held their hearts together through the past seven hundred long years ( faith that change would come and that justice would have its day. But not yesterday. Or today.
The old priest celebrated the Mass and led the gathered throng in singing songs of comfort. The combined voices of the crowd reverberated off the walls and roofs throughout Ballyfiggin and on the other side of the village, their voices could still be heard on the way out of town.
His homily was simple and straightforward: Sin begets sin. Violence begets violence. Ireland was in need of healing and forgiveness. Through God(s grace, it may be possible, if hearts turned back to the Lord and cast sin, hatred and anger aside. Several times during the 10 minutes he spoke, he paused to wipe his eyes. Never before had so many come to their church in need of consolation and a few words of hope and that is what they received. The priest, with his younger assistant spent an hour after the benediction just taking the hands of their faithful and speaking a kind word here and there as the crowd slowly spilled out into the street.  

O(Flaherty led his wife, son and daughter over to pass by the priests. As they drew near, the old priest called out (Eamon! It(s good you could join us. Such bad news has brought the whole of Ballyfiggin together, or so it seems.” 
O(Flaherty grasped the priest(s hand and said (Yes, Father. It has done that.” He thanked him for his comforting homily.
(Ireland will need many capable leaders to replace him” exclaimed the younger priest, adding (You might consider serving as a representative yourself!” 
O(Flaherty paused and a smile ran across his face as he replied (Oh, I might consider it, but I(d just as likely support someone with less ...troubles on his mind, Father.” 
The younger priest understood and as Mrs. O(Flaherty and the children thanked them, O(Flaherty noticed the same nun he had noticed before approaching. He assumed it was some church business and not wanting to take up too much of the priests time, stepped away, leading his family down the steps. 
He looked back, in time to see her face, clearly and an odd feeling came over him. There was something about her, yet he couldn’t remember where he might have met her. He made a mental note to ask about her the next time he was at church. The family climbed into their vehicle and O(Flaherty turned away from the curb, heading home just as the sun broke out from below the last bank of clouds on the horizon, setting the Western sky ablaze with gold and orange flames. The tall steeples glowed pink as one of Ireland(s darkest days fled to night. 

****

Finn, Claire and their children sat upon the long porch watching the brightest of the colors fade.(That was one to remember, Da!” said Paddy earnestly. 
Finn nodded and felt the satisfaction of knowing that his children were at least, not consumed with the latest, bitter meal served at Ireland(s table. He remembered how he felt, ten years before, after the efforts at giving Ireland Home Rule had failed altogether, despite the efforts of brilliant men. His father had been the one to break his depression, by reminding him that at this pace, they could expect that they would all be able to enjoy freedom and prosperity and a measure less misery by the time they were only 90. 
(Remember Finn, that(d make us the first generation of Native Irish that could be sure of that fact since before the Battle of the Boyne!” said his father with his eyebrows arched in stilted bravado. It was worth a laugh then and worth a laugh now, as well.
He glanced over at his wife, the setting sun painting her cheeks a golden rose hue. She had always had the better mind for scholarship and more sensitivity than he, to the voices of spirits and the lessons of the old ways. He wondered if she had seen anything which would give her a better idea of what the future might bring them all. (Where do you see Ireland heading in the next ten years?” he asked her. 
Claire shook her head slowly, then turned to look at Finn, replying (I don(t know ...we might watch by as everyone leaves for the West, if we can(t stop this fighting with ourselves.”  
He nodded and said (it would be a lonely countryside with no one else to complain to!”  
Claire smiled, but then asked him (have you ever wondered why we love our leaders ...to death? Our heroes always seem to either fail eventually, or die young.”  
Finn shook his head, and then asked her if she had read anything in the history of the First Children, inscribed below them, that might give hope for the future. 
(It all sounds like the same old mistakes repeated over and over again ( then and now. I(ve tried to find some idea of the hidden lessons in the inscribed work, that we might use to suggest ideas to help our nation, but nothing beyond what you know by heart now, is there.” 

Claire shook her head again, saying (What is the point of our having ancient lessons hidden beneath our homes if we can(t find some good use for them?  If we can(t help those who need encouragement?”  She held her chin in her hands and watched as the sun sank lower, now it(s red disc beginning to descend through the last dark line of clouds lying on the horizon.
Finn slid over nearer to her and put his arm around her shoulders. Paddy and the twins joined them and as the last red light flashed off the wave tops, Claire suddenly (knew” what she must do. 
(I have to return to the Hall, beneath the feet of the teacher ( something lying there is… waiting...I can feel it in my heart.( 
Finn(s eyes lit up, as did Paddy(s. She asked if a trip down in the morning was out of the question, with the Cousin(s planning to depart it would be hard to fit it all in, but if they could take a meal with them, after the Cousins were on their way... 
(It will not be any problem at all, wife” replied Finn, adding (You might need to ask Maeve, as well ( Paddy and I can look after the children and the sheep, too!”  Claire smiled and rose, walking off towards the Quinn house with the twins trailing behind her in the twilight.
Chapter Forty-One
(Of course, I must stay with you” said Maeve as she and Brigid set the table for the last dinner with the Cousins before they left for home. Liam was sulking in the corner, with one of his picture books and the rest of the youngsters were tussling on the other side of the room. The O’Derricks had taken a walk up to the top of the ridge above the farm, to watch the sun set from their Irish home one last time. Claire had asked where they were (hiding” and Maeve told her that they wanted to go all the way up there alone ( (Franklin assured me that they(d be careful”. 
Claire understood, saying (It(s almost as if they don(t want to leave, isn(t it?” 
Maeve nodded and replied (I will miss them all, but I will especially miss Cora. She feels like a sister and she is... wise, too!  The old ways of her people seem like the old ways of our people somehow.” 
Claire agreed she(d also miss them all, especially her new sister.(But their home is far away, even if we keep a small... home for them here, as well. We will be writing quite a bit, I think.” 
Maeve agreed as she handed down a plate from the top of her cabinet to her daughter.(They said they(d be leaving right after breakfast. They sail the day after tomorrow and Franklin has business in Dublin he needs to attend.”  
Claire(s eyebrows shot up and Maeve explained that Cora had told her that he planned to sever his financial ties to the I.R.A., to concentrate on finding ways to help Ireland through the American Government of Pennsylvania. 
(He knows the Governor himself!” she said, proud of her Cousin.(so… he has a plan!” 
Claire said, (we meet tomorrow after the Cousins head home to America!” 
Maeve nodded and Claire asked what she should bring in from the garden for dinner, since Maeve had volunteered to do the farewell dinner. They discussed menu options as the children(s game began to get louder and more unruly, demanding the attention of their mother.
(I(ve said it before” said Claire over dinner at the long table in the Quinns( home, (this land has seen too many goodbyes over the years and soon, we have to add one more.”  Franklin stood, raising his cup high and said (To our hosts ( no one has ever been so lucky in finding a family such as these. We will all of us treasure these days here and hold them close to our hearts that we someday might return.” 
Everyone raised their cups, then the clinking began, all the way down to the youngest, little Meaghan, who held her cup with both hands, clinking it enthusiastically with everyone at least once. Even Liam had cheered up, despite the prospect of losing the three blonde-haired companions. 
Finn(s turn was next. (To our Cousins!” He raised his cup and answered Franklin(s toast simply, saying (it was too long since they left their home here that they could return and now we’re all the richer for their having made the trip!” 
Another round of clinking and re-clinking finally ended as Meaghan clinked her cup a bit too hard and the milk went all across the table. Fortunately, she was not hurt, but her cup was in pieces in her hands and she cried out in surprise. 
(There, there little one!” Cora soothed, (It(s no use crying over that milk ( there(s plenty more!” She rose and found another cup for the little girl. Meaghan reached up, with quivering lower lip, not so sure if she should hold another cup at all. Her mother patted her on the head and whispered in her ear and she began to smile once more. 

The evening ran it(s course, with all the usual family complexities and when all had eaten until they were fit to burst, Claire rose and brought a large raisin cake to the table she(d been hiding near the back door. The children all clapped, especially Liam seeing the honey glaze! Claire cut the first piece for Cora, then for Cousin Franklin ( (Here Cousin Franklin, ...er Frank!” she said, blushing as she finally got his name right. (Frank sounds so ... regular, it seems. Well, Frank it will be from now on!” 

After the adults lingered over a pot of tea, the children deserted the table to visit the sheep one last time before leaving. Paddy had brought the flock down to the barn paddock earlier, so that the Derrick girls would be able to visit with them before heading home. He proudly brought one of the younger ewes out of the paddock for plenty of close attention: petting and hugging until the poor animal became very nervous and had to be returned to the rest of the flock. 
Paddy enjoyed watching the fun as the twins ducked under the low rail in the paddock gap and began to chase the sheep. He finally put a stop to it as the Derrick girls clapped loudly. He was usually the thoughtful, quiet one, not given to foolishness and games, but he knew that he(d miss these pretty, new cousins.
The six adult family members left the Quinn house, through the back door and walked slowly over to Claire(s garden, then toward the barn, planning to join the children. The stars were beginning to peek out from between the clearing clouds and their twinkling points of light shining over the sea, made the darkening night sky almost magical. Hearing the children(s laughter up ahead, they lingered a moment and Frank spoke. (I(ve felt, the past few days, like someone who(s been lost ...off the right pathway, or something. Anyway, this land has helped me find myself again. I feel like I(m home ( it feels like part of me is in the ground right under my feet!” 
His words failed him and he paused to collect his thoughts, then as his wife put her arm around his waist, he continued. 
(I never expected to feel this way and whether it(s the result of the magic of the Teacher(s lessons below us, or the love of family, I can(t be sure, but it is very hard to leave. You have all been the best hosts anyone could hope for and we will never forget the kindness you(ve shown us here.” His eyes were clearly tearing and his cheeks glistened in the failing light. 
Finn slapped him on the back, saying (Next time, we(ll put you to work! After all, you(re family!”
They joined the children and everyone sat along the base of the paddock wall, where extra stones had been stored. The sky grew black and the clouds pulled back revealing a sea of twinkling stars reflected in the black sea. A soft, warm light shone from the windows of the two cozy homes below them and a gentle breeze sprang up, coming off the water with a sweet, cucumber-like fragrance. 
The moon had gone down early, so the stars were especially bright this late August night. Brendan, watching the Western sky, suddenly cried out in excitement and pointed over his house. All eyes turned as a star shot across the sky, fading as it fell. 
Maeve and Meaghan exclaimed (Oooooh! Look!” as another, then another and another flashed leaving bright lines in the dark sky! As they watched the scene unfold, a shower of stars fell across the sky before them, quieting down, until the last one fell over the horizon and all exclamations of wonder were finished.
Later that night, as Claire undressed to join her husband in their big bed, Finn remarked that he had never seen such a meteor shower in all his life, adding (...and we all used to look for them, too! Especially this time of year ( it was one of the things Da loved the best!” 
Claire replied that she thought it was the perfect ending for the visit. It would leave the Cousins with a picture they could keep in their memories, (... so they won(t forget us too soon!”  
She slipped under the linens and soon, she and Finn fell asleep in each other(s arms. The night sky arched over the small farm, with its two houses, walls and small barn, bathing them all in the faintest of starlight until morning.
Chapter Forty-Two
The O(Flahertys had been sitting up on their roof, after their dinner and had seen the shooting stars as well. Eamon was troubled by the stars, or more exactly, something that had been on his mind since the Mass for Michael Collins and told his wife he would need to visit the church again in the morning and asked her if she wanted to bring the children and accompany him. She replied that she would like to come, but had so much more packing to do for the trip, that she thought she(d better stay home (That is, if you still expect us to leave before noontime!  I(ll need your help as well, so don(t tarry too long with the priest!”  
She gave her husband a look of mock anger and he hugged her to him, saying (Ahhh! Where would I be without you to look after me?” 
(I(m sure it would not be a pretty sight” she agreed with a laugh. He joined her laughing and the children, too had big idiot grins on their faces ( both of them now looking forward to not working for two whole weeks!  O(Flaherty(s wife was thinking how wonderful it was to hear Eamon laugh again ( it had been entirely too long since she(d heard it. Eamon was thinking about the directions he(d left with Mallory and hoped the post man wouldn’t forget the details or the timing. 

The next morning, after a hearty breakfast ( big enough to hold them all the way across the sea, as Cora remarked to Claire ( the O’Derricks loaded their luggage into the automobile. After tears and kisses for everyone, having dragged out the farewell as long as possible, Claire pulled a small bundle wrapped in white linen from her pocket and pressed it into Cora(s hand.

(It(s just a small piece of the red stone from the Hall below ( a reminder of the Red Gate and your family back here across the sea.”  
Cora burst again into tears and replied (I(ll keep it safe forever... sister!” She tore herself from Claire(s embrace and joined her husband in the motorcar. Finn patted Cousin Frank on his shoulder and with a blast of black smoke, he pulled down the lane and out upon the road towards Ballyfiggin and eventually, Dublin. 

Frank had a few loose ends he needed to trim and he was under orders from Lt. McGowan to report to the Captain of the Port before boarding the ship for New York harbor. He was concerned about what it would take to get his rifles back and had initially thought that leaving them behind might be the easiest thing to do. He had discussed it with Cora, then also with Cousin Pat and both believed that it would be so highly suspicious that it might create real legal trouble, delaying their departure.
He resigned himself to the numerous questions, explanations and answers he would have to endure. These worries and others occupied his mind as the misty sea crashed below and the countryside rushed past his window.
Fortunately, Cousin Barrister Padraig Quinn, was well connected and Franklin was not really worried beyond the inconvenience he(d have to endure before they were cleared to return home. The automobile wound along the narrow road, the sea on their right. No one spoke until they stopped at the Inn to say goodbye to the Sullivans ( Cousin Claire(s family. Their oldest daughter told her parents how proud she was of her Irish relatives and would tell all her friends about the visit. Cora reminded her, that not all they had seen was to be told to anyone not immediate family. (Oh! No, mummy! I promise to keep the secrets safe. I(ll just tell them everything else!” She went through the motion of buttoning her lips closed. Her sisters followed suit. 

After the hands were shook, the cheeks kissed and the wished blessings heaped upon their journey home, they left the Inn, being unable to refuse the small basket of treats that Kate had pressed into Cora(s arms as she stepped out the door. (It(s a long road to Dublin! You(ll faint right away with nothing to eat!” she sternly told her with tears in her eyes. 
Cora embraced Kate and whispered to her that she(d write. The automobile left Ballyfiggin under clear skies and made excellent time on their way East all day. The potholes were all dodged and by the time they needed fuel, they had come a good distance. Cora pointed out a petrol dealer up ahead, as they neared Killane and they pulled up behind a familiar looking military troop truck. The truck ahead was fueling, so they waited patiently behind. 
The canvas flap was pulled back and several of the seated troops looked out at the automobile behind them. One soldier jumped over the tailgate and jumped down, walking up to the driver(s side, after a few quick words, Cora saw the passenger door open and she nudged her husband, fearing what might be about to happen. Frank lowered the window on his side as an officer stepped down and crossed over to speak with him. He felt his palms moisten as he wondered if his luck was at an end. 
The officer approached with a friendly air and wished them all a good morning. The girls each gave him a blinding smile, which he returned, then began to explain how careful the Saorstat Government had to be regarding travelers these days and asked them their names and business. When Franklin explained, they were Americans returning to Dublin after a visit with family in Mayo, the officer wrote their names on his clipboard note sheet and returned to the truck. He took a moment checking against a list he was carrying in the truck and as he walked back, Cora noticed a definite change in his step. (Don(t worry, dear wife.” said Franklin (it(s just his duty to follow up, I(m sure it(s nothing more.”
The soldier stepped up and told them that their name was listed among foreign nationals traveling through this part of Ireland and that as they were headed back to Dublin themselves, would appreciate it if the Derrick family would accompany them along the way. Franklin, sensing that this was not strictly an offer of hospitality, agreed and the officer told him that his vehicle would follow behind them into the city, where they would be subject to search, at the barracks near the office of the Port Captain where their passports would be returned to them. 
(My name is Captain Sean Feeley, I(m at your service. Are there any additional questions you might be having?” Franklin replied no and he returned to the truck, pulling forward to give the O’Derricks access to the petrol pumps.
(So...” said Cora as the attendant filled their fuel tanks, (we(ll have an armed escort the balance of the trip to Dublin, then.” Franklin nodded and said nothing in reply. The flap on the back of the truck, idling just ahead of the O’Derricks( automobile opened and a different soldier looked out at them, watching until the fuel had been pumped and the attendant paid, then he waved them around the front of the truck and back to the main road. Franklin didn(t like being watched, although the girls didn(t seem to mind. Either way, it was going to be a long, unpleasant trip back to Dublin.
Chapter Forty-Three
By seven o(clock the next morning, O(Flaherty had dressed and enjoyed a quick breakfast. He would be too late to attend the early Mass, but would be able to see the priest afterwards. He needed to ask him some pointed questions about keeping faith when circumstances turned your heart cold. He knew he had felt cold inside for some time. All work, or fear, or anger ( it had been his entire repertoire at least since the beginning of the treaty talks a year before. A year was a long time to lose track of yourself and he acknowledged secretly that he sometimes felt lost. 
He put on a good show for his family(s sake and for the sake of the men that relied on him, but inside, he was adrift. He hoped that his confessor would give him some additional insight, or maybe even shock his intellect into finding a new inspiration. He knew he loved his family and that he loved Ireland, but beyond that, he had no answers left. He also knew that despite his feelings, he had responsibilities to the I.R.A. that would demand his loyalty and his sweat. No matter what he might believe or feel, that would not change, he was sure of it.
 He kissed his wife goodbye and stepped out the door as his children began squabbling over who had to carry which valise ( it made him smile a little that this was the extent of their concerns. The air had a slight crispness to it that, he noticed, gave the short walk a briskness that felt good. It helped clear the cobwebs from his mind. His thoughts had been tortured and muddy for weeks now, it seemed. Not in the least was a nagging sense of familiarity over that new nun. He had tried to remember a Sister Agnes from somewhere in his past and had gone over all the different churches he(d attended, all the way back to his family(s church back in Charlestown, on the Sligo border, where he(d been raised as a child. There had never been a Sister Agnes he could remember, or in school. He was exhausted from the mental gymnastics he(d been going through the past few weeks and this just made it worse. He hoped he could get some information from the priest that could help at least answer this one question.
The door opened as he approached and the last of early morning parishioners left, nodding and smiling as he climbed up the steps. He entered the darkened entrance hall and it gave him an almost immediate sense of relaxation, or at least stilled his racing mind a bit. 
(Mr. O(Flaherty!” he heard the younger priest exclaim from behind him and turned to greet him as he strode up.(What can we help you with this grand day?”  
O(Flaherty replied (I(m in need of your advice, Father ( and I have some questions, some are sensitive, so is there somewhere we could talk ...alone?” 
The priest nodded (Of course, Eamon. I(ve just got to complete one small task ( if you(ll come with me, we(ll find an empty office.”  
They walked down the length of the sanctuary and entered the sacristy, where two altar boys waited, with glum expressions. One of them was wearing what from the smell could only have been altar wine, running down his robe and dripping onto his feet from the hem. The other was looking around at every object in the room, except his wine-soaked friend and the priest. The priest showed O(Flaherty into a small side office and gestured for him to sit, then closed the door as he returned to the unhappy altar boys. 
O(Flaherty listened as the scolding grew in intensity and pitch, recognizing several phrases that he(d heard himself in his own time serving at the altar... “What in heaven(s name could you have been thinking?” And,”Well, if you know what(s good for you, you(ll give this some serious thought ( serious thought!” 
He tried not to eavesdrop. There had been an unlucky accident brought on by the inattention of one and the interference of the other. The wine would be replaced and the robe cleaned, but O(Flaherty knew that there would be two very different altar boys leaving the sacristy today from the ones who came in this morning.
After a few quiet moments, the door opened and 
Sister Agnes looked in. Expecting obviously, to see 
the priest, she exclaimed (Oh! I(m sorry sir, I hope I didn(t disturb you! I was looking for Father...” her voice cut short by her rapid closing of the      door as she left. O(Flaherty had seen her clearly for   the first time, really.  There was something about      her eyes he couldn’t explain.
He felt a lump rising in his throat as new thought came clawing its way up through his memory to say it(s name aloud in his heart: Kathleen. His eyes clouded over and he was about to rise when the priest came in quickly, saying (I(m sorry, but it couldn’t be helped ( you saw the sorry state of those two and I ...” his voice trailed off as he saw O(Flaherty sitting there shaking with tears in his eyes. 
He went to his side and laid a hand upon his shoulder asking what he could do to give him comfort. Eamon tried to find words, then finally said (That nun ( Sister Agnes ... She hasn(t been here very long has she?” 
(No, she hasn(t, but what has happened, has she done something to cause you such distress?”  
(Oh! No!, It(s nothing she(s done, at all, it(s more who she is, or who she might have been. I think she may have been... I think she may be... “ O(Flaherty(s composure broke down and his shoulders shook with the force of the uncontrolled sobs, sending tears streaming down his face. The priest had never seen a grown man cry like this. He was almost ready to call for help, his face as white as a sheet, when O(Flaherty looked up suddenly and asked (Father, would you call her in...Please?”       
(Of course, immediately!” He left the room, wondering what was going on.
O(Flaherty heard his steps sounding off the stone floor as he ran down the hallway to find Sister Agnes.
In a few minutes, reduced by the exertion of his outburst, the only slightly composed Eamon O(Flaherty heard a soft knock at the door. It opened gently. The priest had returned with Sister Agnes and the older priest, bringing up the rear and looking over her shoulder to make sure all was well with the butcher. Eamon looked up slowly and with the tears still not dry on his cheeks, asked simply (Kathleen?”        Sister Agnes recoiled as if she had been struck, then stepped forward and looked hard at the sad man sitting before her. She looked down at him for some time, while the priests exchanged worried glances between them. She opened her mouth to speak, but nothing came forth. Her eyes, too, began to tear and she finally squeaked out (Eamon? Is it you?”  
He nodded, putting his big arms out wide. She fell into his arms, sobbing. The two held each other and cried for what seemed like a very long time. At last, they parted and they looked back at the priests, both now waiting for some kind of explanation. Seeing the two faces side by side, the old priest began to nod and smile, but the younger one finally said, with a puzzled look (Well?”
O(Flaherty said quietly (She(s my sister, Fathers! My blood sister!”  Agnes nodded and told them (We haven(t seen each other since I was a very young girl of 14 ...or was it 15?” She looked at her brother ( her little brother, now a big strong man. 
He added (She was taken from us when she was…15,  I think and I thought I(d never see her again. Finally, long after our parents died, I gave up looking in crowds for her face! Now I(ve found her again!”  
The old priest began to smile and the young one joined him, then they both fell to their knees and the four joined in a prayer of thanksgiving for the reunion of the two lost ones, now found again.
After the prayer together, Eamon explained that their father had delivered her to the Magdalenes and had never said another word about it while he lived.
Agnes added that she had been moved to laundries in several other cities, Cork, Belfast, Kerry, last in Dublin, before taking her vows and joining her order. She told her brother that if it hadn(t been for her faith, she would have surely died from her grief. (Now, I(ve found my brother again!” she exclaimed, her eyes beaming and a happy smile on her face. 
The younger priest was amazed to see an entirely different woman standing before him ( even O(Flaherty looked younger, somehow. The older priest suggested that Sister Agnes take the rest of the day off and accompany Mr. O(Flaherty home to meet his family for the first time (You need to get re-acquainted and I(m sure there are many, many things you need to say to each other. We(ll be fine here ( we have done without help before and survived just fine!”
The priests watched as the two middle aged people left the church and walked away down the street holding hands like school children. (Well, something has been saved, after all!” said the older priest (when times are hardest, God reminds us that he loves us just the same!” The younger man, touched deeply by what he had just witnessed, agreed, adding (I(m not sure which of them needed the salvation the most, but they both look years younger! God has blessed us all today, to see his grace fulfilled in these two souls.” He crossed himself and spoke a silent prayer as the two disappeared around a corner.
At the O(Flaherty house, the packing for the upcoming trip was proceeding very slowly. The children had not managed to fill a single valise and their mother was at her wit(s end trying to find matching stockings for her husband, who was less than organized when it came to his own clothing. 
(That man will be the end of me!” she exclaimed aloud, getting on her hands and knees to look beneath their bed for the missing mates. Back in the dark farthest corner was a shapeless lump or two, which might be stockings ( or might not. She rose to retrieve the broom as she heard the doorknocker downstairs. It was being swung insistently, so she gave up and went downstairs to answer it.(Hold on, I(ll be there!” she called out and showed a great deal of surprise when the door flew open, as it was her own husband knocking to be let in. 
He had a grin on his face as wide as they day they were married ( a grin he had worn for about a week, she remembered, but since one of the nuns was with him, she figured he hadn(t been into his cups, so what could be wrong? 
(What(s the matter? Why(s the Sister here? Is there a problem at the school?” She stepped aside so they could both enter, but called out for the children, just in case.
Eamon cleared his throat and when the children peered cautiously around the corner of the stairwell, motioned them over to join him. They became worried, seeing the nun, but their father was grinning like they(d never seen him grin before. It must be some good news, then and they crept out and over near their mother. He cleared his throat again and with a great flourish of gesture, said (My wife! My Children! This is your aunt Kathleen! My Sister!” 
(Oh my!” said his wife, who put her hand over her mouth, her surprise was so great it took a few moments to settle in her mind. The nun in the grey habit, standing before her began to resemble her husband about the eyes and then, the nose!  Sister Agnes slowly unpinned her hood and pulled it back off her head, so that they could see her hair ( sure enough, despite the grey, it had once been dark, rich red. Without her hood, she became Kathleen and O(Flaherty(s family rushed forward to embrace the lost sister. The tears that flowed from the gathered eyes were joyful tears, not the bitter kind. All thought of the trip faded and upon Eamon(s suggestion, they retired to the parlor. 

As they entered the formal room, with its fireplace, Sister Agnes/Kathleen(s eyes fell upon a prominently displayed object upon the mantle...she covered her mouth as a small cry escaped. 

Her eyes filled with tears again and she cried out (You...you saved it!” Eamon nodded as his sister picked up her harp off the mantle. She held it as surely as she had when a girl and struck its strings confidently. Her face soured as the discordant, flat notes fell on her ears. 
(It can be tuned up again, can(t it?” said her brother, adding (She was some harpist, my sister...and what a voice she had.” The family sat and the long story unfolded. She spoke only briefly about her (difficulties” and then told them the story of her travels and her decision to take her vows. They all had questions, which she patiently answered. Then it was her turn and when it was clear that even O(Flaherty(s wife and children were unfamiliar with his early years, he tried to explain himself. 
As he spoke about his decisions, he felt stronger, inside, more sure than he had in years. Then the time came to make the biggest explanation of all.
(All of Ballyfiggin and most of the nearby parts of Mayo and even in Galway, they know me as Eamon O(Flaherty.”  His sister sat silently, listening as he laid out the reasons for the new name in terms as nearly complete as he safely could. Even his children had not heard this much of their secret spoken openly. As he covered the many years and many miles, the journey his life had been became clear to those dearest to him. He paused, several times, when the telling became difficult, or when the subject was too graphic for the family, taking a few moments to re-shape the events in his mind to protect those names involved, or to control the more shocking aspects of his involvements. 

Throughout, he stayed as close to the truth as he could. (My old self fell away ( went into permanent hiding. The Brits, even the informants never caught on and after becoming Eamon O(Flaherty and settling here in Ballyfiggin, I raised my family up and built up my business.”  
He paused, then brightened suddenly adding (Memories of our father(s illness and change grew fainter and fainter as I did the work he trained me for. I wanted to be nothing more than the butcher, O(Flaherty. Eamon O(Flaherty is who I am today. I hope you all can forgive me for the lies... for the years of hiding from you. I love you all and have always tried to show you that despite the troubles...” His voice faltered and tears came to his eyes again, as his wife, first, then his sister, then his children gathered around him.
(We love you, too, Da!” said his children. His wife, smoothing his sweaty, tousled hair told him (None of it matters a whit to me, husband. You(re the same man I(ve loved my whole life and whatever name we call ourselves isn(t as important to me as what(s inside us all.”  
Kathleen/Agnes agreed, adding (my life has been a long troubled road, like yours and I bear a new name, like yours. Until today, I never thought my old life would return to me, but today, I(ve found the happiness of my family again. The Lord knows your heart, Eamon and if you(ve transgressed against Him or His teachings, he forgives you. He forgave me, didn(t He?”
The heaviness of the lost years lifted and the family joined Kathleen/Agnes as she began to sing an old favorite of Eamon(s. It was a lament called The Foggy Dew, which had new lyrics written commemorating the 1916 Proclamation of the Republic. She sang the much older lyrics and her voice was strong and clean, the highs ringing out in the quiet house as the rest of the family joined in. The day ended with a good meal of roasted beef and potatoes and carrots as they sat along both sides of the kitchen table hearing the stories of times that had been almost forgotten until that day.
Much later, after the moon rose over a dark, cloudy sky, he drove his sister back to the rectory. As they waited at the door for the housekeeper, he kissed her and gave her a warm embrace, saying (Welcome home, Kathleen.”  She hugged him back, then as the door opened, pulled on her cap and hood, becoming Agnes as the housekeeper let her in. 
(I(ll see you in a few days” O(Flaherty called out as the door was closed. He walked down the path to the street with a grin on his face. He felt like he was alive and actually felt hopeful about the future for the first time in ( years! He stepped down the walkway as light on his feet as a man half his age and size.
Chapter Forty-Four
Claire clutched the blue cloth bag containing the key belt close to her side as she and Maeve covered the remaining yards of boggy pasture. They drew near to the rocks. The morning air felt damp and cool ( a surprising foretaste of the coming Fall weather. Summer would soon be gone and Paddy would be back in school, staying in Ballyfiggin during the week. She would miss him as she had each year, but she still had the twins to keep her busy. 
Maeve wondered what her brother would do without Paddy to help him and thought of her own brood spending their days many miles away. Little Meggie would be around for a few more years before she, too would be off to school. Life meant change ( it constantly moved and flowed in ways no one could ever predict. The one constant she learned to recognize was that life never stood still. 
The sound of their footsteps began to echo off the rock face above them and when they reached the wooden door, Claire produced the big key to the lock. The hasp opened and they went inside as the clouds began to lower. A gentle rain began to fall, pattering upon the roof above them. Maeve produced two paraffin barn lanterns with curved bales and she lit hers, then Claire(s as they descended the stairs into the darkness below. The familiar smell of earth and stale air assailed their noses. 
Maeve held a large canvas bag in her right hand. Inside the bag, which was laid on the floor when they reached the bottom landing, was a rope ladder with wooden treads which she had just finished. It was very sturdy, but also heavy. Unrolled, it would extend over 16 feet, but for the descent below the floor of the Great Hall, only ten feet would be used. She watched, still spellbound as Claire arranged the key belt into its recesses and then drew her breath in as the huge stone grated and scraped its way down below the floor. 
(I am never used to...that ( even now!” she confided to Claire (It(s just a bit scary, isn(t it” Claire nodded, adding (I(ve never gotten used to any of this!  It(s a good thing we keep it locked away most of the time ( it(s a bit overwhelming.”  

Claire and Maeve entered the Red Entrance Hall, walking along the center of the chamber without speaking. For anyone else venturing into the Red Hall, the silence could have been intimidating, but not for these two women. Their flickering lanterns sent warm light reflecting off the walls and ceiling as the sound of the voices of long-dead ancestors resounded in the silence. 
Before they entered the Great Hall, Claire knelt down, as did Maeve. They had started a tradition, last year, of saying a short prayer of thanks before entering into the presence of the Teacher. It set their hearts to the task ahead. Once finished; they rose, almost in unison. There were candle lanterns now set up permanently along the center corridor and these were lit in sequence as they passed, eventually filling the chamber with a soft light which twinkled off the ceiling high above and ran up along the many columns in the way the morning sun runs up the trunks of trees. There was no sound except for their steps and their breathing. 
Maeve(s voice echoed as she said (I hope Finn and Paddy can keep the children occupied for an entire day. I(m not so sure that they can handle them all!”  Claire laughed aloud, her voice ringing off the hard stone floor, walls and ceiling. (I can just see them now!” 
Suddenly, the thought of the Derrick family filled her mind and she told Maeve. Maeve replied (I just had them in mind, too. I hope all is well with them on their voyage home. I(ll write Cora tomorrow.”  They approached the well in the floor where the statue of the Teacher rose from the floor. It cast a shadow back the full length of the hall where it merged with the dark recesses in the distance. They walked around behind the statue where there were heavy iron ring bolts set into the floor. Here, Maeve dropped the heavy bag and withdrew the rolled ladder. She tied the ends to the rings, unrolled the ladder to the edge of the well and let it fall, unrolling itself along the way. It clattered on the stone floor below. She stood over the edge, holding out her lantern and looking down. Claire joined her. 
They stayed that way for a few minutes until Claire spoke. (We need what lies below us, or I(d never go down there. Especially alone. I(m sure of it.” 
Maeve nodded, timidly. Since Claire was the one who had practiced with the ladder the most, she gave Maeve her lantern and began to carefully descend, rung by swinging rung until she stepped down onto the solid surface below her. She asked Maeve to lower both lanterns, which she did, using a slender cord she had carried along in her apron. 
Next, Maeve began climbing down herself, pausing halfway down when she couldn’t find her footing.(You(re alright, sister. Just calm yourself. I can see the rung right below your right foot.” Claire called up to her as Maeve drew in several deep breaths. 

After a moment, she composed herself and resumed the descent, joining Claire on the floor near the feet of the Teacher, where below huge stone toes, the base of the statue had been carved to resemble a bench, running around its perimeter. Maeve thought that at one time, classes must have been taught here, or at least discussions were held, the seat surfaces showed a lot of wear ( polished by the countless backsides sliding over the surface. She and Claire sat and caught their breath. The trip down had been harder than either of them thought it would be, but the ladder had worked just fine, despite their nervousness.
The chamber they were seated in was maybe 30 feet across and circular. Besides the bench carved into the statue(s base, the only apparent detail was a series of carved stone corbels which stood out proud of the surface, about six feet off the floor every eight feet or so, all the way around, from what they could see. Maeve had first wondered what they were for, but soon they held taper candles, which had been inserted into the hole in the top of each, almost as if they had been designed to hold candles ( which of course, they had!  
At intervals that Claire recognized as corresponding to the four cardinal directions, stood four tall, wide doorways carved into the stone walls. Upon closer inspection, they found fantastic carved decorations twining around each opening’s face, and then continuing deeper into the niches. Inside the niches, each of which was covered with inscriptions in the runic writing, the twining designs wove on into the darkness. 
Claire explained to Maeve as they walked around the perimeter, that these inscriptions spoke of the gifts of the four corners of the creation and suggested, in a very broad way, that the knowledge of the First Children lay beyond their doors. The doors themselves were apparently solid bronze, or some other dark metal. They were worked in panels, rising up to their arched tops, each panel illustrating a story or scene from the heroic lives of the First Children(s struggles in bold bas-relief. Maeve and Claire both marveled at the fineness of the detail and the strength of expression in the faces rendered.
This was as far as she had gotten before, on the two trips down to this level that Claire had made with Finn. It was Maeve(s first exposure to the classroom, as Maeve called it and she went from door to door, exclaiming in excitement or wonder.(Ohhh! Claire? Have you ever heard of fine work like this anywhere else?”  
Claire replied (At least one thing is clear ( no one has learned how to improve on the art of the First Children.”  She traced over the twined carvings around one of the door niches and found her heart being caught up in the songs faintly ringing in her mind. The songs were old and joyous, but she didn(t know them, so she only began to hum along with the tune. 
As Maeve made her way around the chamber, she also found herself humming along with the music, which was filling her heart, while silent to her ears. When she returned to Claire, they were humming in unison and it made them both laugh. Four singing doors! But which door?

 (What do we do now?” Maeve asked. 

Claire said (I(ve been pondering that question for some years now, but never had any inkling until I spoke with Cora. She told me stories of the way her people guarded their own sacred teachings and healing knowledge. It was often cloaked within simple stories so that those who shouldn’t hear would not understand anyway.”  
Maeve nodded and replied (That(s the same way here, I think ( we both seemed to understand many things here, from the first time we entered, but some things we did not understand, until we were ready to understand.”  
Claire touched her sister(s hand and said (I believe that we are ready to enter the door facing West ( that is our gate, after all.” She pulled Maeve along by the hand to stand in the niche. 
The niche was about six feet deep and was inscribed from top to bottom, with the story of the sealing of the Red Gate(s archive. It also spoke about how the weight and substance of a man and the key itself were important in setting up the balancing point of the huge gate stone and how the balancing point must not be pushed over too far, or it will fail to engage. (...So , it says ..In so many words... the weight of the stone is balanced by the weight of a man and the stone falls along it(s path only if the proper balance is reached.”  She continued (I believe the same principle is at work here, standing in the niche. There must be a single stone that is the key, as it is above.” She shone the light of her lantern upon the floor at her feet.
Maeve stood just outside the door niche and held her lantern up to illuminate the floor, where Claire was now kneeling to inspect the surface even more closely. One of the stones laid into the floor was darker. It was set slightly to the right side of the niche and was only apparent because it was the same inky color as the key stone in the entrance chamber above. Claire stepped onto it and waited. She waited for a full minute before stepping off, disappointed. (I suppose it was just too easy to be the right answer” she told Maeve. Maeve looked up at the door, following its outline with her eyes. There was not the slightest variation between the door and the stone niche. It fit perfectly. It fit so closely, that Maeve(s thinking it could be pried open was clearly wrong. She asked Claire if she could step inside and Claire stepped out letting her in and showing her the stone she had stood on. As Maeve stood on the stone she recalled the words of the inscription, aloud (...the weight of a man...not to push the balance point over too far...proper balance is reached...” 

Suddenly, her eyes sparkled and she looked up, directly above the dark stone, where the carvings parted and a small twisted form was carved. Two deep holes were part of the design, looking like small, dark eyes peering through a tangle of vines. She put her hand over her head and standing up on her tiptoes, was just able to put two of her fingers in the holes. Something inside them moved, but only slightly. The door was closed and the chamber was still silent. 
Maeve(s expression soured, but Claire stepped inside, saying, (the weight of a man... a man! We’re no match for a man(s weight, but the two of us together would weigh the same as a strong man.” as she joined Maeve on the dark stone.
Their two sets of feet covered the entire surface of the stone and they clung to each other to keep from losing their balance as Maeve reached up and pushed her fingers into the holes.
This time, a shudder went through their feet. A rumble, then a creaking, scraping noise as the great bronze door swung inwards revealing a dark tunnel leading down a shallow incline. The light of their two lanterns seemed to be swallowed up in the darkness. A stale rush of dry air greeted their noses and Claire sneezed repeatedly. 
Maeve stepped off the stone and into the tunnel, holding her lantern high to see what finely worked inscriptions might be found inside, but the walls were plain, polished dark red stone. The floor was the same polished stone and it was spotlessly clean. (Someone must have tidied up for our visit” she told Claire, who was now entering past the door, into the tunnel. She was relieved that the door just stood there, apparently not in any hurry to close again. Turning, she began to speak to Maeve, when she felt her feet slowly melt into the floor as she fell in a crumpled heap. Her lantern clattered against the stone floor and went out, thankfully not breaking or spilling any fuel. The noise startled Maeve who was some few feet further along the passage and she returned to her stricken friend. 

(Claire! Claire! Can you hear me?” Maeve smoothed Claire(s hair off her forehead and gathered her up in her arms (Are you alright? Can you hear me?” Maeve began to cry as Claire remained silent. 
As she continued to sob, Claire stirred, her eyelids fluttered and she said, with her eyes closed (Don(t be afraid Maeve! I(m just sleeping for a while. There are others here who must speak as well. We may not hear if we are awake. You should try ... to sleep as well. Close your eyes and all will be explained to you... “ her voice trailed off as if she was being taken further and further away, finally sounding hollow and very, very small. 
Maeve closed her eyes. Her fear vanished and she was filled with a sense of comfort and peace. The songs she had heard inside her mind before were now silent and a clear, quiet voice ( a man(s voice began to speak to her. She knew every word he spoke before he spoke them. It was a story that seemed to come from her own life, yet not of her own life ( comforting, yet also strange in many ways. She fell into a deep sleep and slumped over Claire(s huddled form. The man(s voice was joined by a woman(s voice, then by others, until an entire chorus spoke to them together, in unison. She dreamed, bright soaring dreams of the days when the First Children lived their lives in joy, taking each moment as if it were a gift. 

She walked, in her dreams, in Halls of polished Green marble. She drank from a huge chalice made of polished silver set with rubies. She brushed out the hair of her daughters on the day of their weddings. She pulled the wool and linen bedding off her carved oak bed and stored them in a carved cedar chest. She attended the physician who was helping her daughter give birth to her first child. She wiped the sweat off her husband(s face as he lay dying ( stricken with illness. She wept at his graveside. She gathered the small children about her and told them stories of when she was young. Her daughters smoothed her hair from her eyes as she lay in her bed and breathed her last. She cried out as she opened her eyes and beheld her mother’s face for the first time...
How long they were there, they were not sure, but they both awoke at the same time, just as the lantern began to sputter. Claire rubbed her eyes and laughed as she pushed Maeve off her. Maeve struggled to her feet and found a match in her apron to light Claire(s lantern. They did not speak, but as soon as the lantern was lit, began to descend the tunnel into the darkness that lay below. 
Their eyes were bright and their hearts were light ( they had...learned...so much. So much. The lessons were now carried deep inside themselves ( part of their skin, bones and blood. Now, they both knew what must be done. The voices were silent and only the drumming echoes of their footsteps kept them company as they walked slowly down into the heart of the great archive of the Red Gate.
****
(Ahh. Mr. O’Derrick, isn(t it?” The officer asked, adjusting the cuffs of his new, crisp green uniform, but paying no mind to the man standing before his desk. (Mr. O’Derrick?” he asked again without looking up.
(Yes, I(m O’Derrick. From America.” came the reply. Cousin Franklin waited patiently to determine why they were still detained. Cora and the girls huddled together at the far end of the office, where two armed soldiers stood over them. 
(Captain Taylor.” Franklin asked, reading the name placard on the desk at length, (Why have you kept us from our ship?”  
The officer replied (Mr. O’Derrick, we(ve been given a list of persons who the government have decided…” he rose to his feet, a full head shorter than Franklin and continued,”shall we say, might pose a threat to themselves or others. Your names were listed at the office of the Port Captain, who referred the matter to our command.”  
He walked around his desk with his hands behind his back and walked back and forth across the floor, obviously enjoying the tension. (It seems that you are considered a potential smuggler of arms, sir. In our present situation, sir, that is considered a grave threat to the existence of the Free State itself.” He turned towards Franklin and with a glance towards the rest of the Derrick family, said (If you were a citizen, you(d be bundled off to jail for further questioning and a court date. The charge of treason would probably be laid at your feet.”  

(I ...I had no intension of smuggling anything!” Franklin stammered.(If you contact the officer who confiscated my rifles ( I(m sure he made a full report ( you(d see that it was only an unfortunate oversight that they were brought into Ireland. I was given full assurance that...( 
The officer cut his comments short (Nevertheless, you did bring them into Ireland and it is Irish law that will determine your fate.”  The finality of the statement hung suspended in the air. No one spoke. One of the girls was unable to withhold her tears any longer and she began to cry quietly. Her mother smoothed her hair and soothed her with small soft words while glaring at the officer with her eyes as dark as a storm on the sea. 
(You and your family will be remanded to the custody of the Port Officer, until suitable, secure... quarters... can be arranged.” He then added (If you have family or friends locally, this would be a good time to contact them. I have a courier who will carry word to anyone in Dublin. I(ll give you a few moments to think about who you might want to speak with, then you will give me the name and address. We are a civilized country here and you will find us very accommodating to visitors from away ( even when they break our laws.”
Franklin rushed to his wife(s side and they spoke quietly for a few moments, then embraced. They remained silent as the officer approached them. Then suddenly, Franklin remembered the name of Padriag Quinn(s old law firm in Cork and when the officer asked for the name, he blurted it out, adding (The firm is located in Cork. I am cousin to one of their associates, Padraig Quinn and he is who I would ask to have word of our arrest sent.”  
The officer stiffened slightly, if that was possible and replied (You and your family have been detained, sir. You have not been arrested. Once our courts have determined what to do with you, you will probably be arrested, to be perfectly honest with you.” 
Franklin replied (what of our ship, sir? She returns to America tomorrow morning.”  The officer returned to his large chair behind his desk and looking up, replied (That ship will sail whether you are aboard or not.”  He began smoothing the fabric on his jacket breast. 
Franklin asked him (but what of my family here? Surely, there can be no reason to keep them here? Could they at least be allowed to board the ship to be as comfortable as possible while I wait for the decision of the court?”  
The officer took a moment to consider the request. Cora immediately sent up a cry of protest, (not without my husband! I(m not leaving until we go together as a family!” Both girls began to cry aloud. 
The officer then, turning to his adjutant, said (They may be taken, under guard, to your ship, where they will be turned over to the Master of the ship. They may not leave the ship until we have heard from the court, tomorrow morning, in case that you are to be arrested and prosecuted. Otherwise, you will join them there in time to leave Ireland.”  He nodded to the soldiers at the door.
Cora began to cry, again protesting loudly, but Franklin told her that he wanted her to take the girls and wait for him aboard the ship, along with their belongings. (I(ll be fine, dear. These gentlemen will look after you and I know you will be in good hands until I rejoin you.”  He kissed each of them and wiped the tears from their eyes, adding (this is just an unfortunate misunderstanding. We(ll be together tomorrow after this is all cleared up!” He managed a forced smile and helped his wife rise. 
Turning to the escorting soldiers, he said (And you(ll look after them for me?”  
The young men blushed and replied (Yes, of course, sir!”  
The officer repeated the order and then added (We will pursue this with all possible haste, Mrs. O’Derrick. Don(t worry about your husband(s safety ( he will be my personal guest, until we have a decision.” 

Cora thanked him coolly and gathered up her tearful daughters. They ran to where their father was standing near the officer(s desk and he embraced them, then embraced his wife, whispering to her (Padraig will know what to do. Call... Call for him. I love you.”  He felt his heart twist as he watched his wife and daughters reluctantly leave the office accompanied by the two young soldiers. 
He watched through the door as they walked down the long hallway and left the building. He kept watching long after the outside door closed behind them. The clang of its bolt falling closed echoed along the corridor and in his heart.
The Derrick family, minus one, were checked aboard the S.S. Fairweather and escorted to their cabin. The ship(s Captain was very solicitous and after the soldiers left the O’Derricks in his care, immediately apologized for the trouble.(I(m sure that this bit of trouble will be forgotten by mid-morning tomorrow” he said in a comforting tone. 
Cora thanked him and showed her daughters to their berths. He clicked his heels and gave her a short bow as he left the stateroom. He walked briskly down the corridor without glancing back, as Cora sank into the armchair near the porthole. The weather had turned sour and the raindrops ran down the thick green glass. She felt the tears on her cheek and closed her eyes. How could this have happened? Then his words came to her: call him. Call him? She wondered how she could call to him and then leaned back into the soft cushion behind her. Her eyes closed, she began to think about their time in Mayo. The faces of her cousins filled her mind and she could almost hear Claire and Maeve wishing her a safe trip home. 
She fought back the tears and began to call out in her mind, to her cousins. Tentatively at first, almost like a quiet prayer, then more willfully and finally,  a silent shriek, she called out her cousin(s names in her mind: Claire! Maeve! Padraig! Finn!  Help me! We need you. I need you. She repeated the names over and over and over again until they became almost a seamless chant. Soon, the exhaustion and stress led her to sleep and she felt herself falling into a soft, warm place. A place that reminded her… of home.
Chapter Forty-Five
They leaned back against the cool stone behind their backs. Claire and Maeve were sitting side-by-side in large stone chairs that appeared to be carved from the walls of the cavern they were in. The light of their small lanterns flickered off the floor, walls and ceiling. Every surface was highly polished red stone. Finely carved spirals and twisted crosses covered every surface, except those they were sitting on. A vine-like motif encircled each detail and tied everything together, intertwining with itself in an endlessly repeated confusion of line and texture. The light danced off the chiseled details in a thousand reflections. 

The chairs were arranged in twos all around the six sides of the chamber walls, each carved from the living rock. No seams were apparent in the stonework. In the center of the chamber, a twelve-sided vault stood upon the stone floor, rising up to waist height. It was made of the same dark metal as the outer door and the surface was polished as brightly as a mirror. Maeve had brushed her hand over the surface when they first entered and beneath the dust, the surface shone out like a warm beacon. She and Claire swept it free of dust with their shawls and it seemed to intensify the feeble glow of their lanterns until the room filled with reddish light. 
No opening or parting seam could be seen in the outside of the vault, but something inside it called out strongly to both women. No tunnels or corridors led out from the chamber, save the way they came in, yet the air was fresh ( dry, but fresh.
Claire felt something in her mind, stirring urgently. The sounds of singing were coming to her. A new song, in the old tongue. One she thought the most beautiful, but sad melody she had ever heard. She opened her eyes and looked at Maeve, who had just then turned to look at her. (Do you hear it, too?” she asked.
Maeve nodded (It(s so beautiful ( I(ve never heard anything like it ( even at night in my dreams, but it is so sad.”  
Claire nodded and they both again closed their eyes to listen to the song repeating in their hearts. Both felt as relaxed as children sleeping in their mother(s arms. The songs repeated again and again.
Maeve was the first to sing aloud. Claire joined her after a few lines, in the tongue that had not been spoken aloud for more than two thousand years...
Aarrd! Meigh va tralea

Va asla tara magh varla 

tsieigh do tralea magh sonn

tsieigh do tralea magh sonn 

dala va eoid magh varla sonn iah!

Aard! Iah!

The odd words flowed from their lips as if they(d been born speaking it ( the soft vowels and rolled r(s almost sounded like a mixture of Scottish Gaelic and Portuguese. No, thought Claire, more like Galician  (  distant Celtic relatives, like the Bretons. The song was sung in full four times, then the voices they heard inside stopped abruptly and a strong sleepiness overtook both women. 
As Claire felt her eyes closing, she began to hear her name called, urgently: Claire! Claire! Claire, we need you!  The sense that someone was in trouble filled her heart and she turned to Maeve, who was beginning to drop off to sleep. She nudged her and asked if she heard anything. Maeve(s eyes opened slowly and she replied (someone ( a woman(s voice ( very familiar, is ...calling me ...calling ...me.” her voice faded as she fell into sleep. Claire felt sleep coming despite her concern that someone was calling for her help. Her eyes closed softly and she fell asleep with her chin resting on her chest.
Cora slept fitfully, turning over, wrapping herself up in the sheets. She became aware that she was awake. Very slowly at first. The porthole was open and a little damp air came into the small cabin she was sharing with her daughters. The girls were not having a much better time, but as she rose to get a drink of water, her mind, again spinning out of control in fear and worry, she saw they had finally all fallen asleep soundly. She looked out the small porthole and saw that the moon, though hidden behind the cloud cover, was sending a muted silvery glow over the water and the rigging of the other ships and boats moored in the harbor. 
A small lamp was still burning in the stateroom. She had kept it lit in case Franklin was released and was allowed to board, but glancing at her watch on the small berth-side desk, it was well on the way to morning already. She took a sip and sighed as she turned down the covers to try and get some sleep. She knew that tomorrow would bring it(s own troubles with it ( no use carrying today(s troubles into the new day. She struggled to find a comfortable spot on the hard little pillow and felt her eyes began to grow heavy. 
Just as she fell asleep, she could have sworn she heard her cousin Claire(s voice calling out (Cousin, dear cousin... don(t fear tomorrow, all will be well. You will be safe homeward bound with Franklin. All is well, all is well... .all is well.”
****
Maeve awoke with a start and reached out across the space between the carved chairs, for Claire(s hand, which she found easily. As she opened her eyes, she found herself sitting in a room hung with rich, red tapestries, woven with golden threads following the intricacies of the intertwined designs. A strong smell of a wood fire was in her nostrils and her gaze was directed out an open archway and to the sea beyond, where a small fleet of red-sailed ships bobbed in the waves. 
Far beyond, she saw familiar islands on the horizon, but their shapes were different than the ones she was so used to, as they were covered with trees! Deep forests of trees! Looking down, she saw Claire was still seated next to her and was still sleeping. Now both of their stone chairs had become carved, wooden thrones! She felt the cushion below her and it was a fine linen dyed a rich deep red. The floor beneath her feet was the same polished red stone she remembered from the cavern and she began to feel discomfort realizing she didn(t know where she was. 

A deep masculine voice began to speak from behind her, but as she turned to face its source, she was seized with the feeling that she should not look upon his face, so she resisted and listened.
(Maeve, Keeper of the Red Gate, have no fear. We have brought you to us, you and your sister.” The voice soothed her fear and she wondered why Claire was still sleeping as the voice answered her thought (Your sister is telling us of her concern for your cousins, across the miles. She will be with you again, soon.”  
Maeve remembered hearing a voice calling her ( it must have been Cora, somehow calling out for help. She began to fill with worry and again the voice spoke out (No, Maeve. All is well with your cousins. Their troubles have been... smoothed. Made smooth. Look into the mirror before you.”  

She looked up and there, before her, was the dark metal archival vault. It(s polished top surface shimmered with blue light. It swirled and danced, as if clouds flew across it instead of reflecting what was above. She looked up over her head to see heavy carved wooden beams and dark wooden panels covered with carvings, then looked down at the top of the vault, which was now clearing as if the sun was breaking through a cloudy sky. The swirling patterns disappeared and there, in front of her eyes was a photograph, no a color image ( a moving image of the O’Derrick family standing arm-in arm at the stern rail of a large passenger steamship as it pulled away from it(s dockside berth. She heard the shouts of dockhands from below. The deck hands in their striped shirts hoisted up its heavy hawser lines and the ship drew away with the O’Derricks and the other passengers smiling and waving back as the tugboats pushed the ship out to open water. 

In a few minutes, she could no longer make them out, just the ship(s stern and the heavy sooty smoke coming from her funnels as she began to power up.  Maeve clearly heard the blast of the ship’s whistle as it signaled the tugs away and the rush of whitewater as its screws churned up the water in their wake. It left her breathless. As she wondered how such a miracle might be happening, the voice again answered her (Maeve, all things and all times are connected. We long ago learned from the teacher how to find the ends of the ribbons that weave through time and bring them with us wherever we go. You have seen in the mirror, what will be occurring for your cousins in their future, soon to come. Have no fear for their safety. We watch them as well.” 

As she watched, the surface of the vault began to swirl and cloud again, until the image was obscured and when it cleared a second time, the image she saw was the reflection of the ceiling of the cavern she remembered. She wondered where she was, or if this was all a dream. The voice answered with a soft laugh (Yes, Maeve, it is a dream, but it is also real. You are here and you are there. Both places are one place. Many places exist in the same way, for all of time, until the end of creation. Have no fear, you and Claire are safely seated in the Cavern of the Chronicles of the Red Gate.” 
She nodded, feeling that a small bit of understanding was within her grasp, yet she still doubted and wondered why she felt awake. 

The voice answered her (Here, your eyes are open; there, your eyes are closed and you sleep peacefully. There are many things, such as this that you will learn when the time is fulfilled and you are ready to hear the lessons. I will tell you now, though that what you think of as simple sleep is the greatest gift of the creator, besides your life itself. In the time you slumber is hidden the essence of the spirit of the creator and in this way, were all of our teachings taught to the First Children long ago.” This time, she thought a question directly: Are you the Teacher.
The voice laughed again, softly, then replied (Yes, Maeve, many of us have been given that name. We were charged by the Creator, at the beginning of your world, to protect His creation and teach His children. Some of us are engaged in the direction of the ordering of what you see as the natural world, while others of us are engaged in the work of teaching ( speaking into hearts is the way we think of it.”  Maeve then thought: Do you have a name then? Are you a spirit ( a ghost? 
The voice boomed its answer (I am Aard! You called my name in song. Yes, I am spirit and I am flesh, both living and past living  ( beyond living. We are a race given life by the creator before He created the race of Man. Our time carries on beyond the limits of living as men do, but we are not eternal, we were made and will also cease to be, just as you will.”  
He added, (have no fear! You will not cease to be alive for a very long while!”  
Maeve shuddered slightly as the reality of what was actually taking place set in and the voice behind her began to laugh softly. She was relieved to feel Claire(s hand squeeze hers and she glanced at her sister, who was rubbing her eyes with her free hand. 
Claire opened her eyes wide and then asked Maeve where they were. Maeve was about to tell her when the voice spoke saying (You are safe with us Claire, you are here and you are home. This is the same place you fell asleep, but many, many years before your time. Have no fear. Your sister has been with us telling us of the troubles your cousins faced. We have... found their...  ribbon and have corrected the hearts of those causing them strife. All is well.”
Claire looked out on a familiar scene, from a room richly hung and adorned with carved wooden beams and arches. She recognized the island(s shapes, but saw the heavily forested slopes and realized that all of her home had once been covered with huge, dark trees. Now a few yews, the heather and the thorn bushes were all that time had left behind. She looked up at her sister(s glowing face and flashing eyes. 
Maeve looked somehow even stronger than she had ever seen her. She was about to look behind at the source of the voice, but Maeve nudged her and said simply, (There is no need to look. He is Aard, he is our Teacher. We are here to learn.” 
Claire understood and resisted the temptation to look over her shoulder. She noticed that she now sat in a heavy wooden throne on a rich linen cushion and wondered how long they would be here/there. 
Aard answered, (Not long. This is your first time here with us and we will send you back soon, but there is time for the lesson you came to find. You must trust what I tell you, is the truth of the Creator. Kneel both of you, before the Ark of the Chronicles and lay your hands upon the mirror.”
They dropped to their knees onto a thick carpet, laid before the huge metal vault and they put their palms upon its shiny surface. Both felt a tingling sensation, then as they felt they were about to fall, Aard spoke again (Fear not! The feeling of falling is normal and it will pass. Keep your palms pressed into the surface and listen to the song in your hearts. The song carries the truth.”  
As they felt their balance return, a song began swelling just below their consciousness. At the same time, the room around them began to swirl and cloud as Maeve had seen the mirror do. It began to darken and soon, the view before their eyes was the dull reddish light reflecting off the inside walls of the cavern. They were kneeling on the stone floor with their palms pressed into the surface of the metal vault. The surface felt very warm, almost hot to the touch, but Maeve and Claire resisted the impulse to pull their hands away. 
The song rose and fell in tone and volume, resounding within their minds. It was many voices singing in the old tongue as before, but now, the words came easily to them both. The meaning sank deeply into their hearts and into every living cell in their bodies. It resounded from outside them and from within them. It was a song of belonging, a song of their part of Creation and the trust held in them as Gatekeepers. A new understanding was forming in their hearts ( an understanding as old as the stones below them, that they were to share in all of Creation and that their work while living was as important as the work of every other living being. This was their part of the Creator(s plan. It was thrilling.
The lesson lasted only a short time, or it lasted a very long time; neither of them knew for certain. When it was over, Maeve and Claire simultaneously withdrew their hands and sat back on their heels. They were both very tired, but not sleepy. They had learned many, many things about the days of the First Children and the (scattering” of knowledge: the loss of the pathways and the departure of the Teacher. 
They also learned other, unspoken things. This new knowledge was both information and something else, something that made clear the direction, for example, when one was lost, or led to something lost when one was searching. It carried with it a certainty of understanding and a new clarity of purpose. Both now felt instinctively that no matter what might come, they would know how to face it, protecting the secrets of the chronicles and their families. One more thing they both knew, was that they were never out of touch, or unable to speak with each other. 

Aard had told them that Cora also, was never far away. Through their dreams, they could speak with her and share their knowledge with her as it was needed. He told them that he was always with them as well and would join with them if they called to him in song as they had before. Aard also told them that they should return to the chronicles and enter the chamber each year as the feeling came over them that the time had arrived. 
The two friends realized the rest of their lives would be spent as students ( learning from the Teacher as the First Children had learned, until the sum of the knowledge of the Teacher had been passed on to them. Aard had left them with one last message ( (It is also your task to be teachers yourselves. Share the knowledge with your family, first, then with those who you know are prepared to hear it. As it spreads and the lessons take root again, the whole of humanity will recover from their folly until they can again gather with us at the Creator(s side. All will be well, have no fear.” 

Chapter Forty-Six
Franklin felt a hand on his shoulder and awoke with a start upon the hard cot in the rough, grey barracks where he had spent the night. While awaiting the decision of the courts, it had been a mostly sleepless one. He sat up and rubbed his eyes as the soldier stood back and waited for him to wake fully. The smell of bootblack and new blankets filled the musty air. He saw that the sun was well up and that the day had already begun. Rows of empty cots and footlockers lined both walls. The garrison had risen early, it seemed. 
The soldier motioned for him to rise and he pulled his boots on then rose. Franklin noticed immediately that despite the unfortunate circumstances and uncertainty regarding his future and the well-being of his family, that he felt confident, almost ebullient. It made him smile and the young soldier asked him if he wanted to wash up first. He replied tentatively, (yes. I(d like to clean myself a bit if it(s possible before we go.” 
The soldier nodded and then told him (You(re in a lucky way this morning, sir!  The Captain wanted me to tell you as early as possible that the courts have decided not to detain you or your family any further. We’re to escort you back to your ship, which has been held awaiting your arrival.” 
Franklin could only blink in disbelief.
****
In the tiny stateroom, Cora finished brushing her daughter(s hair and tied it back with the same soft green ribbon she had tied her sister(s hair with. She struggled a bit, then complained (Ma, I wanted to braid my hair like cousin Brigit and Maeve!” Her mother finished tying the bow and said simply (There(s no time now, not if you want to greet your father as he boards the ship.” 

Her heart felt light and her eyes were still moist with the tears of joy she(d cried when the steward informed her that Franklin would be sailing with them. The Port Captain had sent word that her husband would be aboard presently. Cora wasn(t surprised, however. She had dreamt a dream, the likes of which she would never forget. 
In her dream, Cousin Claire and Cousin Maeve sat in huge thrones, in a palace and looked like queens of some ancient age of glory. They had told her with smiling eyes that all was well, that the hearts of their enemies had been corrected or something like that. All she remembered clearly was the sound of their voices telling her all was well ( it sounded like they were in the stateroom with her and the girls. 
When she rose, the steward had knocked on the door and she had known it would be good news before she heard it. Her eyes filled with tears anyway ( maybe because it was the confirmation of the feeling that her cousins were much more than they seemed to be. She felt as if they were protected by an unseen spirit or angel ( no harm would come to them and she was grateful, even if she had no idea to whom or how she could express it. 

The girls and their mother formed a line across the gangway along the ship(s rail as Franklin waved to them from the dock. He had been driven to the ship by a detachment of soldiers in their snappy, green uniforms and before climbing the boarding ramp, he turned and waved at the soldiers who waved back to him. A soldier followed him up the ramp-way, carrying a long parcel wrapped in a blanket and tied with cord along its length. When he arrived at the ship’s rail, the ship(s Captain met them, exchanged some words and took the parcel from the soldier before dismissing him. 
Before the soldier was all the way back down the gangway, he called back (Have a good, safe journey home to America!” with a jaunty wave of his cap. The girls ran to their father(s side and he dropped down to embrace them all, kissing each one fondly. Finally, his eyes met the eyes of his wife and he rose to embrace her warmly and kiss her deeply for some time. 
When they parted, she said (I knew you(d be here, my love.”  He replied (I don(t know how or why, but when I awoke, I knew that the trouble had disappeared. Let(s go home!” They clung to each other as they walked back along the corridor to the stern of the ship, where they lingered, waving goodbye to Ireland, their older home, as the tugs pushed the ship out to the deep water. America lay before them to the West and they gazed astern for some time as the home of their ancestors faded from view on the horizon, just as many of their forebears had done many, many times over the years. 
Cora reached down and patted the small hard, linen wrapped object in her jacket pocket. They then turned and joined the ship(s company and the company of those who no longer called Ireland their first home.
Back at the troop truck, the last soldier climbed back in and turning for one last look at the departing ship, asked his mate (why do you suppose they let the Yank go? They had him dead to rights as I heard it.” 
His mate scratched his head and replied (Politics, it(s all politics and politicians!”  That satisfied the query and they pulled the canvas flap closed as the truck lurched away from the dock. The ship, clear of the channel, blasted a signal to the tugs on its whistle and as her screws began to churn the water, the truck turned the corner and pulled away from the waterfront.
Chapter Forty-Seven
It was mid-morning and Liam and Paddy were taking the flock up to the high pasture. The sun played in and out of the clouds, but it looked as though the day would stay dry. After breakfast, Finn and Padraig walked down the hill towards the rocks. They had been alarmed when their wives had not returned, but something inside had told them that they were safe and that they would be returning in the morning. As they worked down the slope, they spoke of the changes they had seen over the years since Finn had first found the missing part of the key belt. (but there have been larger changes ( the changes in Ireland! No more Brits… or at least almost.” exclaimed Padraig. 
Finn nodded, and wondered aloud, (I wonder if the O’Derricks got off on their return voyage? I think I dreamed about them last night, strange ( at first they were in trouble, but I remember seeing them off at the docks! Strange stuff, dreams are!”
****

Claire and Maeve gathered up the candle stubs, their small lanterns and the can of paraffin oil. The fresh morning breeze flew in off the water and carried the distinctively sweet and salty smell that meant summer was fading. Maeve turned the key in the huge iron lock and they drew in huge gulps of the fresh air. (I feel like I(ve slept for a hundred years!” Claire exclaimed.
She and Maeve embraced and Maeve said (Hungry, too!” They laughed and spoke together as they began the walk uphill towards home. As they followed the path around the outcropping, they saw their husbands approaching through the boggy ground. Claire and Maeve waited until they had passed the worst section and then ran up to meet them. The sun broke through the cloud cover and sent a strong shaft of warm light ahead of them as they ran.
(Look at those two!” Finn remarked, (they look just like two giddy schoolgirls!” 
Pat nodded and called out (Slow down, you two! You(ll step in a bog or trip and then we(ll have to carry you home!” 

Maeve reached Pat first and threw her arms around him, planting a big, smacking kiss on his lips.

(My!” Pat said breathlessly (You(re full of energy after a night of sleeping on hard stones instead of your warm bed!” 

Maeve nestled her head along his neck and whispered something to him that made him blush as red as one of Claire(s roses. They laughed and began walking uphill as Claire reached Finn.
Finn held Claire tight for a long, sweet moment and she said to him (My darling… I have been in places I can(t describe to you completely, but I feel as fresh as the first day we met. Now our new life together begins!”  
Finn smiled broadly and replied (our old life together was pretty good, too, as I remember it!” 
Claire laughed and told him as they walked, arm-in-arm, of the things she had seen and the words of Aard, The Teacher, at last exclaiming (I feel so...clear, now. I know that whatever trouble may come to us, we will know what to do and so will our children and their children for all time.” 

He smiled and told her about his odd dream about the O’Derricks and as he retold it, she smiled in a wry, almost comical way. Finally, she said only (All is well with them, just as you saw in your dream last night.”  
They walked faster, to catch up with Pat and Maeve, who were just ahead. Finn said (I worried at first, last night, but in my heart I knew that you were fine. Now I wish I had been with you! We(ll have to find the time, soon.” 
Claire nodded and replied (We(ll know when it(s the right time” as they caught up with the other two. 

The four climbed over the stile at the stone wall and crossed the road. When they got half way up the lane, they could see all the children lined up on the long porch of the O(Deirg home, except the two oldest boys who were staying with the sheep on the top pasture. Maeve(s stomach grumbled and Pat remarked that the first order of business would be to feed their wives. The tall row of flax had gone to seed and the grass as well. 
As they climbed up the last few yards, the children all came running to meet them, with shouts of (Mam! Mam!” It was pretty certain, thought Maeve, that they had been missed as the tumbling mass of arms and heads engulfed her knees and waist. 

****

The Captain smoothed his jacket sleeve and walked over to the doorway leading to the barracks yard. His lips were set thin and his brow was knit as he went over the strange case of the Yank smuggler again and again. Everything he had read in the file had underscored the need to jail this man. His associations in Galway were known to be at the very least, sympathetic to the Irregulars and the fact of the arms seized from his own vehicle pointed to him as a source of arms and munitions. The Yank’s own American credentials showed him to be an owner of a machine tool factory and his bloodlines led straight to as partisan a group of patriots as you could find, yet... the courts had decided to let him return home. 
The officer ran his fingers in a gentle drumming pattern against the doorframe idly, as he collected his thoughts on the decision. It was, all-in-all, a complicated issue.
He wondered what man among DeValera(s IRA had not fought the Brits alongside men who were now members of the Irish Free State regular army?  He turned back to his office, glad, for once that decisions like this one were not his to make. Leave it to the courts ( they must have had their reasons, he thought to himself as he sat behind his desk, awaiting the new orders for the day. He hoped this unpleasantness would be over, soon. So many had bled for so long, that he had no relish for drawing any more Irish blood, he was glad that it had worked out the way it had. He hoped that he(d never have to take another Irishman to jail as long as he lived.
****

John Sullivan grumbled as he rooted around the dark kitchen, trying to put together an early bite of breakfast. His hand smarted from the burn he got taking the kettle off the stove to make a pot of tea and now, the whole morning was becoming a disaster. Kate was off again ( her side of the bed was cold when he awoke, but she was nowhere to be found in the Inn. 
Where was she? This had been happening a lot and it frightened him. Where could she be... or with whom? The thought shook him. He found a copper bowl and broke six eggs into it. The griddle he had put on the stove began to smell like it was hot enough and he tossed the three slices of bacon he had cut off onto it, then sliced off three more, for Kate, just in case she got back. He whipped up the eggs with a little milk and water and poured them out onto the grill where he scrambled them with a fork. 
The sizzling griddle sent up a heavenly aroma and he took two plates out of the warming tray on the stove and with a quick flash of the spatula, deposited the bacon and the eggs onto each plate. Not too bad for an old soldier! He thought, proud that he could still find his way around a griddle. He sat at the worktable and listening for the sound of someone coming in, but hearing nothing, put a pot lid over Kate(s breakfast. He ate in silence and just as he was patting his mouth with his napkin, he heard the rear door open and close, at the end of the hall. He leaned back on his chair, folded his arms across his chest and waited.
He thought of the relief he(d felt the day before, when O(Flaherty had stopped with another meat order and had whispered to him that everything had been moved and secured... .down below. He shook his head and settled back in the chair, as he saw the knob on the door begin to turn.
The kitchen door opened slowly and his wife entered, then jumped a little when she noticed him staring at her from across the worktable. (There(s breakfast waiting for you, wife ( don(t let it get cold” and motioned to the chair next to him. She hung her shawl up on a coat peg inside the door and then joined him as he poured her a cup of tea, adding the milk and a spoon of sugar. As he slowly stirred the tea, he watched Kate sit and slide up to the table. She reached over to take her tea and smiled at her husband.
(Where have you been, Kate?” said John, his voice low and controlled. (This isn(t the first time I(ve awakened alone.” he added. Kate looked down, before she began to reply. 

(I...I guess I have a little secret. I didn(t think it would worry you, I thought you(d sleep soundly and wouldn’t notice me leaving.” She looked up at John timidly. 
He nodded and said (whatever it is, you know I need to hear it now.”  Her face reddened in embarrassment, then nodded and continued (I was ...afraid you(d think I was... daft, or old-fashioned. You(ve never known me to be superstitious, besides, I(m a good Catholic! You know I keep our faith.”  
He nodded again, still waiting to hear the news ( the terrible news that she had found someone else and would soon leave him. She bit her lip and said (I might as well let you know all of it. I(ve been praying at dawn, at the sacred well in the field over behind the church and down the hill. There. That(s it. I hope you don(t think me an eejit.”  

Her eyes lowered even further towards the floor. John(s face filled with happiness and he grasped her by her shoulders, turning her toward him.(I thought...I was sure that you(d... “ he caught himself and added (Oh, never mind. 
He gave her a kiss and then said (That(s nothing to be ashamed of, Kate.” My old friend John O(Deirg(s wife Claire used to visit some old spring every time she came to town. I think her mother did the same, as did her mother(s mother. It(s quite a few of Ballyfiggin(s wives and mothers make the short trip every week!”  
She smiled and then as he began to laugh, joined him. With tears in their eyes, they held each other, laughing as she said (Oh John! I(m so silly. What must you have thought of me?”  
He patted her on the shoulder and replied (Here, your breakfast will get cold.” 
She scooted her chair closer to her husband and told him how she had prayed for his safety and the safety of the family. She told him about the path that appeared as if by magic and about the tall ash tree and the huge rocks. He stopped her and asked her to explain exactly where she went. 
She gave him the directions as clearly as she could tell them, but he stopped her again and said (There(s no big tree in that field at all ( never been a tree in that field in all my memory. Are you sure?”  
She nodded saying (I(ve been on my knees before that deep well six times over the past month alone ( I think I know how to get there.”  
He rubbed his chin ( this was odd, indeed. 
(Oh!” Kate remembered the first time she(d been to the well and told John what had happened as they left the patch of briar bushes.(We walked a few feet out of the thorns and I looked back. Claire told me not to look back, but I did anyway and the tree and the rocks, all of it had disappeared inside the fog and the briars. The tree towered over our head, but out in the open, I couldn’t find it at all, just the briars, maybe eight feet tall they were. Strange, isn(t it?”  
John replied, (There are so many things, so many things I don(t understand. I suppose there(s still some kind of magic left over from ancient times in these hills and dells. Can you take me there?” 
She paused, remembering what Claire had told her about sharing the secret, then nodded saying (we can go tomorrow morning, if you like. But promise me, that we(ll keep the secret just between us.”  
John scratched his head, looked up at the ceiling, then replied (Oh; of course, I promise ( I think I should know how to keep a secret by now.”

John poured another cup of tea and thought of his own secrets lying below their very feet. Kate continued about how much strength she found reflecting beside the ancient wellspring and he shuddered slightly as he listened to her, wondering to himself about the complex layers of secrets woven through the very soil around Ballyfiggin ( around the whole of the country. Secrets kept within families, secrets kept hidden in dark places, secrets kept safely in the brightest light of the sun, secrets hidden away so long they were forgotten by any living soul. 
He reached over his plate and took his wife(s hand.(I love you, wife.” he said simply, looking deeply into her eyes and the smile she gave him back told him, as much as her words, that she loved him too and that sometimes, secrets were good things. They drank their tea quietly together until the sound of the cook jiggling her key in the outside door reminded them that their work day was beginning. Kate stood and took their plates and cups to the sink and rinsed them as the cook came through the door.
(Quite a surprise seeing you two ready for work this early!” said the red-faced woman as she laid two huge bundles of vegetables on the work table and took a full wheel of Munster cheese from beneath her arm. John stood to offer her a hand, but she waved him away and left the kitchen, returning with a bag containing four dozen eggs in layered wooden crates and a huge glass jar of sweet butter.
(Now, I(ll look most kindly on you both if you can find something else to attend besides my kitchen ( I(ve got a day to prepare for!” Her smile softened her brusque tone and as John passed by on his way out of the room, she thanked him in a whisper for getting the stoves lit and warmed up early. What a jewel! John thought to himself as the door swung shut behind him.
The light of the morning was spilling through the dining room(s windows and sending penetrating shafts of light down the hallway. John and Kate stood arm-in-arm behind the front desk and surveyed the big room as the guests began to enter in twos and threes. The clinking of tea cups and forks upon plates added to the buzz of conversation and the result was a unique noise that spelled contentment. John and Kate drank it in, for all the good that was in it. 
Nodding as she spoke, she said to her husband (John, it(s a good life we have here. I feel good about the days to come for the first time in a long spell.”  He gave her an affectionate squeeze but only smiled by way of reply. His thoughts were still confused with the burden of secrets, but her announcement had gone a long way to warm his mood. He thought also of the burden of secrets carried by his daughter, Claire. She had always had a quick mind and a gift for understanding complicated issues instinctively, but he had watched her become a more serious woman since her marriage. In some ways, she now seemed almost studious and severe, compared to the laughing girl he had raised. Kate put her hand on his shoulder and it brought his focus back to the dining room. 

He noticed one of the servers ( a new girl ( had finished taking a long, complex order from a large table of visiting clergy. Not a single smile could be found among the six serious men, but the server was nodding and smiling as fast as she could respond to their orders. She nodded with an air of finality to the table and turned towards the kitchen, walking the order back to the cook. As she passed the desk, she gave John and Kate a sly wink ( acknowledging how difficult the table was, but that she(d get the better of them despite their long faces. 
John winked back and said to Kate (See her go? Even she knows that there are better days ahead, somehow.” 
Kate chuckled and replied (we(re lucky to have people working who can see beyond the moment!” She added (it seems like good luck can come from bad in the twinkling of an eye ( let(s watch!” 
They turned their attention back to the dining room as the server re-emerged with a huge tray of tea, fresh bread and breakfast treats. John saw one of them crack the slightest hint of a smile and he spent the next few minutes watching the girl change the dour table into a happy, relaxed group of friends. 

Chapter Forty-Eight
(It(s the postman ( Mallory and his wife” Kate whispered, tugging at John(s shirt as he bent below the desk, trying to find one of the past year(s registers. He looked up with a start to find the eyes of the tall postman boring into him. 
(Mr. and Mrs. Mallory!” he greeted them, (What a fine Autumn evening (tis finds you here.” 
Mallory smiled and took John(s outstretched hand saying (we haven(t enjoyed a meal outside our home for quite a spell!  I thought we should give your cook a fair chance!”  
John scurried from behind the desk, ushering them gently into the dining room, already half-full of guests and diners. He gestured broadly at a corner table near the fireplace and Mallory nodded. He sat them down and called the nearest server over saying (These people are my good friends ( take special care of them this evening, won(t you?” She nodded and as she brought them the menu for the supper meal, John returned to Kate. 
Kate said quietly to him, as he stepped behind the desk (Mallory is an odd sort, isn(t he? He never took his eyes off you from the moment you took them to that table! It(s almost like he has something to tell you ( something important.”  

John looked at Kate and with as much honesty in his eyes as he could muster said simply (we have unfinished business ( the postman and I.”  Kate(s eyebrows arched and he added (It(s been coming for some time ( I(m sure he plans to take me aside before they return home.” 
Kate(s look turned to worry and John said (Don(t worry ( it(s nothing to be worried over ( he and I just need to come to terms over the old days and what our roles will be from now on.” 
He kissed his wife on her head and added (It will take only a little while ( I(ve even practiced my words to him ( I(ll tell you all about it afterwards.”  
As he finished speaking, he noticed Mallory rise from the table, placing his already well-used napkin upon the seat of his chair. Mallory(s wife nodded and he turned towards the front desk. As he approached, he motioned to John to accompany him down the hall. Kate secretly squeezed John(s hand behind the desk as he asked her to mind the Inn for a few minutes. He walked down the hall with Mallory and she heard the door at the end open out to the loading dock in the courtyard, then close.
(John”, said Mallory as soon as the door closed behind them (we need to discuss some loose ends.”  John nodded and they moved away from the light over the door, to the shadowed side of the platform. 
John then replied (what might I do to be of help?” 
Mallory put his hand to his chin and took a few moments to collect his thoughts, eyes flashing angrily the whole time. He finally said (we(ve been through a lot together, John. Over the many years of struggle and fighting, I(ve looked to you, as have all the boys, for your leadership... .for you courage. You haven(t let us down until... until this last business.”  
He turned away from the innkeeper and spoke again (never before. Never.”   
John waited to hear what was coming. 
Mallory suddenly turned, but the anger had left his eyes. He drew up next to John and said (I(ve felt the fire had been going out of you since your daughter married O(Deirg...” 
He looked down at John, who nodded without looking up, then he went on (...and it seemed to me...and to a few others... that your... commitment to the cause had weakened. There has even been some talk... talk which I was quick to put a stop to, mind you, that you were a risk to our security, a risk to our safety.”  Mallory gestured slightly towards the alleyway next to the dining room. 
John cleared his throat and said (I would never put any of us into danger ( you know that Mallory” 
Mallory nodded and replied (which is precisely what I told them and on more than one occasion, too.”  He continued (…but still, for me, there remains the question of your commitment. I need to hear it from you, John.”
The Innkeeper shook his head slowly, his eyes closed as he remembered the years of loyalty, selfless sacrifice that had saved his very life more than once or twice. He looked up into the postman(s face and said (I have learned a lot of things since we picked up rifles.” 
Mallory waited.
(Some of those things we’ve shared and some came to me on my own. What I can tell you about my commitment is simple. I am an Irishman. My wife is an Irishwoman. My daughter is an Irishwoman. My grandchildren are Irish children. The love I feel for them is as strong as the rocky soil we tread on and as deep. That is my love for Ireland ( like the beat of my heart in my veins ( something that is so deep it can(t be changed.”  
Mallory nodded and with a hint of a smile asked (Is there anything you need to tell me, though, John?”  

The Innkeeper leaned back against the wall and asked Mallory a question.
(Do you remember when you could draw a bead on a target 200 yards off and be completely confident that your mark would go down?” 
Mallory replied (It(s been many long years since I could shoot like that ( but you were always the best shot we knew, John. We all get old and our eyes get weak.” 

John nodded and continued (But for me, those long years have made the memory of that confidence fade until I don(t remember the young man I was, behind those rifle sights. Now, tonight, I stand here a different man than I was. I(m finally understanding things I should have known all along. Every day brings me a new chance. Every day brings us all a new chance and we have to make the best of each moment we’re left alive. I don(t know quite how to say it, but... .I don(t have any taste for the guns or the killing left in me.( John exhaled slowly as if a burden had been lifted off his shoulders and he waited for Mallory(s withering reply.
Mallory rubbed his chin, seemed to think it over then said quietly (It(s like that for me, too, John.”  
John turned in surprise and Mallory went on (...the way I see it now, we have a chance to make it work for Ireland. Over the past few months, I(ve begun to believe that the best work I could do for the memory of those we(ve lost ( all those lives ( is... maybe, to give the next generations a better life than we had, a better chance to grow up without the hate and the killing and the suffering.” He hesitated, then told John about a series of dreams he had had over the past few months, beginning almost immediately after the battle at the Killane armory. 
(They weren’t like regular dreams ( not like flying, or silly adventures, they were quiet and it was like I could see the future. It was so real, I remembered them and they would start up where the last one left off and John, the future looked good. Really, good. Our green and orange flag flew everywhere ( even over Belfast! And the families and children were strong, healthy, even rich!  The things I saw nothing of was cryin’ or bloodshed.”  

John looked up at Mallory(s face, now softened and full of emotion. John took hold of the man(s shoulder and Mallory said (I want to live to see those days become true. I want to live the rest of my life without causing another child to cry for a lost father or brother.” 

He took the innkeeper(s hand in his and said finally (I(m so glad we’re in agreement. I feel like my life just started again!”  
John nodded, then Mallory said (It(s not just us, either ( have you seen Eamon lately? He(s walking around like he(s on clouds ( he(s a changed man, that one and the last time I spoke to him, he asked me to talk to you about all the guns.” 

John drew back and worry began to wrinkle his brow as Mallory began explaining the butcher(s plan.(...and with the investigation stepping up lately ( you know there were troop trucks on the road again this whole week ( we have no time to lose.”  John nodded and by the end of the explanation, both men were smiling broadly. 
(I(ll let you buy the pints, so we can drink to that one” said Mallory, clapping John upon his back as they entered the doorway leading back inside.
The door opened at the end of the hall and Kate heard the two enter and walk toward the desk, their footsteps echoing along the hall. She leaned out to see them sooner and was surprised to see two good friends with big grins, muttering over some joke or silly tale. Mallory nodded to her as he passed, then returned to his wife, who by now was getting a little miffed at being left alone for so long. 
Kate put out her hand and John took it, then leaned down and told her (It(s better than I had hoped ( all is well and all will be well. I(ve got a long story to tell you before bedtime.” He left the desk to join the Mallorys and asked a server to bring them each a pint. Kate watched as the glasses were raised all around the table. Even Mrs. Mallory, forgetting her annoyance, was joining in the little celebration.
****
A chilly month later, the Inn was busy preparing for the coming Christmastide. There had been some commotion and a few angry words exchanged by regular customers finding the alleyway that led to the Inn(s inside courtyard had been blocked by some repair construction going on. After years of neglect, the year(s business having been good enough to provide a small windfall allowing the sagging foundation under the dining room wall to be stabilized. A well-marked detour led around the corner and approached the Inn through a small wooded area letting vehicles enter from behind the barn. The alleyway was a muddy mess, though and the Sullivans hoped the work could be complete before the Season began in earnest.
John stood in the alleyway as the steam-driven jackhammer stalled and stopped. A puff of white steam blew out from the relief valve on the boiler of the work truck with a sighing noise. The workman climbed out of the hole and explained some detail or another to his foreman, who motioned for John to attend. (Mr. Sullivan, my man tells me that a large section of your foundation wall has apparently been carried away by underground water draining away over many years. That is why the beams have sagged so much.” 
John replied (It will have to be filled in, won(t it?” and the crew foreman nodded, yes. 
He added (There(s a new kind of concrete that expands as it sets. We could pour it into the void and then set reinforcing steel rods to create a new foundation footing.” John nodded and said (that sounds good to me, will it be expensive?” 
The man looked up and juggled some figures around in his head and then said (It would be quite a bit more than the older kind of cement, but it would be a lot less expensive than having to lay the whole wall bare of soil and re-lay the stonework. Faster, too, by many weeks of work” 
John considered what he was being told, then replied (As long as you can give me a firm estimate, I say, go ahead ( let(s fill the hole up!”  
The foreman smiled and so did the crew standing around nearby. They would be finished with the job in time for Christmas and have some time with their families this year.
John asked the foreman how long it would be before the cement could be brought into Ballyfiggin and the man surprised him by saying that a large construction project up North of Sligo had ordered a surplus and could have it ready for mixing as early as two days( wait. That news made John smile, too. He made a mental note to get word to Mallory so that he could drop by to watch the last load of concrete slip into the hole. He knew when that hole had been closed for good, that they would all have reason to celebrate. The celebration might take a few full days, he thought to himself, smiling as he walked back to the Inn(s front door.
Kate was adjusting a new holly wreath she was hanging on the door as John gave her the news. She grinned and took John(s arm as they admired the wreath. It made the Inn look so much like home to John, it brought a tear to his eye. (You know, Kate” he said, wiping away at his eye (No one ever thought to hang a holly wreath on the Inn(s door before and it looks just like it belongs there!” 

(Of course it does!” Replied his wife, (It(s our home!”  

John suddenly remembered his own childhood ( the Christmas he was just seven years old. He hadn(t thought of it in years. It was the year his father had been out of work and there was no money left to brighten the house for the Season. One afternoon, as he returned home from school, he saw his mother coming out of the woods with a bundle wrapped in her old shawl. 
He ran to catch up with her and asked what she was carrying.(It(s a surprise for your father, Johnnie! I(ll show you when we get home, before he gets back from the brothers.”  
She went on to explain to him that no matter how cold or bitter the winter winds might blow them all, deep in the woods, the holly would stay green and bright, with its red berries to remind any who saw it that Spring would return and all creation would be beautiful and bright again. 
(That(s a good thing for us to remember too, Mam!” Johnnie told his mother. She kissed his head and tousled his hair and they made off down the road for their cozy little home. Later that evening, when Johnnie(s father came back with a bag of groceries he had been given by the charitable order in the next village, he found his front door decorated by a beautiful, holly wreath tied round and round with bits of ribbon.
Seeing it brought tears to his eyes and when the door opened and his wife and son ran to him, putting their arms around him, he knew that his luck would change and that they would all be fine. The holly blessed their door until spring returned and it turned out that luck changed for the Sullivans. His father began working for a construction crew and things just got better and better.
John wiped his own moist eyes and then followed his wife into the office, where they began to count over the day(s revenue. The year had been very lucky, indeed ( very, very lucky.
He looked over at Kate as she tallied up the restaurant receipts and thought about his family. All of them were strong, healthy and even, for this short moment (before the bills were paid) at least, richer than they had ever expected they would be. It had not started so well and there had been trials and danger enough for a lifetime, but all had come through...almost as if angels were watching over them. John smiled and leaned back in his chair a happy man.
Chapter Forty-Nine
The O(Deirg children and the Quinn children withstood an unsteady truce as they sat bunched up together in the back of the Quinn(s idling motorcar. Pat and Maeve were bringing out the last few parcels and calling back their goodbyes to John and Kate Sullivan who stood waving on the Inn(s loading dock ( gaily festooned with garlands of yew and pine branches. Christmas always brought a share of frustration and stress along with the joy. The O(Deirg twins were petulant, tired and unhappy that they had to go in the motorcar instead of with their parents and brother in the cart. They were also annoyed with their cousins who seemed to be ignoring their difficulties. 
The car bounced as Pat and Maeve both climbed in at once. After a cough and sputter of soot, the engine whined as Pat put it into gear and they pulled out of the courtyard and onto the road towards home. Claire and Finn along with Paddy, the sheepdog and a huge mound of gifts, including an unexpected gift of a huge smoked ham from the butcher, Mr. O(Flaherty and his family, had left the previous afternoon. 
They should be almost home by now. Maeve looked at her husband and asked (Do you remember such a Christmas, ever?”  Padraig shook his head and replied (No, I never celebrated so much or laughed so hard! And the dancing!”  
Maeve snuggled closer as they left the busiest part of town and headed out into the country. She glanced back over her shoulder to check that all was well in the back seat and saw the O(Deirg twins fast asleep, leaning all over their cousins, who were watching the countryside fly past their windows, all difficulties and petulance long forgotten.   

****
The cart bounced along the ruts in the road as they neared the top of the hill. It had been a long day of travel and they were all very tired, but Finn announced that he intended to try to get all the way home. He had purchased new reflectors for the rear of the cart and a big, new paraffin-oil reflector lamp with a special lens ( that he could shine on the road ahead, so their donkey could see despite the night(s darkness. Claire asked him to be sure he felt up to the trip, as their friend(s old barn was fast approaching and the last shelter for the entire stretch. 
He replied (I(m sure I want to sleep in my own bed this night and if it takes a few more hours, I(m up for the work!”  
Claire knew her husband was good as his word when he had decided on anything, so she was satisfied that whatever might come; they(d see home before the night was over. Paddy had climbed into the back, where he had fallen asleep curled up with S.H. atop a bundle of wool and some blankets. Claire pulled the loose half of one of them over the two sleeping figures and drew her shawl tighter around her. The night would be a chilly one, and long. 

She and Finn talked about the celebrations and the happiness they(d shared with family and friends ( old ones and brand new ones. (I still can(t get over the voice of that nun ( Sister Agnes! And what a skill with the harp! She could bring light into the darkest cave with that voice!” said Claire. 
Finn agreed and they spoke of the unexpected generosity of the butcher.(And we had figured him for such a hard, cruel man. No matter how long I live, or how many days I(ve seen, I guess life will just surprise me at every turn!” Finn remarked. 
(And Mr. Mallory! Have you ever seen a man dance like that? I thought I(d laugh until I burst!” Finn chuckled as they relived the high points of their Holiday visit. Happiness they had seen in the faces of the Sullivans ( especially John, had delighted both families. The additional blessings that had come with their introduction to the butcher(s family, the postman and many of the Sullivan(s oldest friends, resounded in their hearts. 
Events swirled in Claire(s memory: the meeting of the Cousins from America, the special connection with Cora and the apparent change in their fortune wrought by the power of the spirits. So many different lives, all blessed in different ways, coming together around the secret in the lower pasture. The lives and lessons of millenniums had become their own lives. Claire had finally discovered the trace that connected them all in a timeless dance. The beat of her own heart was connected with the beating of living hearts everywhere and the road that lay before them ( today, or tomorrow, would always lead them home.
(We(re so lucky!” said Claire.
After a time, when they had been traveling quietly, Finn turned towards his wife and said (We mostly lead the lives we choose, after all. We don(t usually know where they will lead us.” 
Claire replied (We just have to trust we’re being looked after ( even here on a cold road in the dark!”         Their little donkey brayed suddenly and Finn held the lamp higher to illuminate the sides of the road they were descending through. Low stone walls marking the boundaries made dark shapes on either side and uphill on their right, the darkness of a stand of yews and briars blocked out the night sky. Now and then, a star would wink through, but this section of the road would be running dark for a little while longer until the road rose above the cliffs along the sea. Finn slowed the cart and pulled over at the end of the last wall, so the old donkey could graze for a few minutes.
While Claire held the reins, he climbed down and walked around the cart checking the wheels and hubs and the harness and poles and the drop gate at the back. Satisfied that the cart was in good order, he turned away from the light and listened to the night surrounding them. 
The breeze was very quiet this late, only a light wisp played over Finn’s face. He heard the soft wheezing of the sheepdog(s snoring coming from the back of the cart. He looked back as Claire held the reins with one hand and the brake lever with the other. He watched the old donkey pull a clump of grass free by shaking its head and wondered how much longer he could put off the inevitable of finding a motor truck. It would cost him dearly ( but he still could decide when, after all!

Finn knew the world was moving faster now than when he and his father took the cart to market twice a month. Soon enough, his son would need a home of his own and another truck, probably as well. Then the twins would be grown, too. If Claire and Maeve(s planned spinning business took off, then the trips into Ballyfiggin would have to be even more frequent than they already were. And more sheep, of course would mean a larger wool barn, bigger vet bills, maybe hired help during shearing, too. 
Change would work its way into everything that had before, seemed so simple and true. He had already begun to feel more comfortable with the future, now that some of its uncertainty had been smoothed over by what they all had learned from the Teacher. 
The donkey quietly munched the turf and Finn relaxed a bit, drawing in the keen night air. He listened again for any sound out of the ordinary, but only the donkey(s stomach rumblings could be heard. The fields and the woods were asleep. 
Still, change was in the air (  he felt it coming on silently, but steadily. He could almost feel it reverberate through him, like the pounding of the waves upon the cliffs below the Rocks. 
Bits of the future as much as of the past, churning through the universe. They sent tremors of spirit into the present. Since the day his father left this world, everything he thought he understood and could rely on had shifted under his feet. The only part that remained steady were those he loved. No. Also those unseen, whose lessons he now knew inside his heart. They remained steadfast, the guardians of his birthright. 
The past few months, he could see the work of their influence in almost everything and everyone he or his family touched. Steady ( constant, but also impossible to completely describe or hold in the hand. Ancient spirits, angels or part of God Himself? Finn didn(t know, but they were as much a part of his family(s lives as the clouds overhead. An ephemeral bond, unbroken by time. 
He knew that as he had found his own footing, time and time again, so would his children and theirs, on into the years to come, as long as they turned homeward to find their strength.
He glanced overhead as two clouds parted and the light of the moon spilled out from between them. It bathed the road with gleaming silver and he walked to the front of the cart where he swung up onto his seat and took the reins from his wife. She held the lantern up as he slapped the reins across the donkey(s back gently and turned him back onto the road. With a gentle rocking, the cart rolled out into the road and back into the ruts it would follow all the way home. 
Finn pulled Claire over against his shoulder. He put the last blanket around both of them as the warm glow of their lantern cast soft shadows of their passage upon the low trees and walls on either side of them. The light disturbed an owl, high above their heads and he hooted softly to acknowledge that they had indeed distracted his hunting.
The road had already brought them further this night than they expected, but there were many miles yet to travel. In the back of the cart, next to their sleeping son and sheepdog, a small cloth bundle held a holly wreath, fashioned by Kate(s hand and given to Claire, by her father as they left, to bless their own doorway until spring.  

The End…for now.
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