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Meet the Men and Women of Redemption











Rory Larkin: Liam’s wild son. Haunted by a dark family secret and the death of his reckless uncle Conor, he hungers for the freedom and bravery he revealed to the world.


 




Atty Fitzpatrick: Conor’s last love. Born an aristocrat, she had become a member of the illegal brotherhood that will stop at nothing to achieve their aims.


 




Countess Caroline Weed Hubble: A wealthy beautiful Anglo industrialist who still loves the martyred Conor. She will use her influence wherever she can, even in the most dangerous gambit of the struggle.


 




Together these three will offer their lives to give Ireland the freedom she deserves.
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Prologue: The Year of 1894







It is apparent to me as I approach adulthood that I am destined to make a memorable impact on the political life of Great Britain. I must display sufficient qualities to assure England’s subjects that I have the passion and courage for leadership.


Conversely, I must not appear too vain. Since my appetite as a writer is no less voracious than my will to ascend to power I shall keep copious notes.


Obviously, some of these notes must be secret and for my eyes alone. If one says what he is really thinking at all times he could advance no further in the rough and tumble of politics than a custodian in the House of Commons.


Therefore, The Secret Files of Winston Churchill shall remain under lock and key, for my eyes only, to remain unseen by friend and foe alike.


I have provided in my Will that upon my (untimely) death The Secret Files of Winston Churchill be held in Trust by His Majesty’s National Archives until the year A.D. 2050.


At that time, when I am safely (and one would hope) ensconced among my countrymen of bygone centuries, the historians and academics may unseal these files and, perhaps, come in for a shock or two.




Winston S. Churchill
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1895


If the earth were flat, New Zealand would have fallen off it a long time ago, it’s that far from Ireland.


Can ever a man be more stricken and disoriented than a penniless immigrant, out of steerage, upon arrival in a land so far removed?


The canvas cots in the passenger hold of the tramp steamer Nova Scotia were stacked so tight a man could not roll over or even sleep on his side. Heat from the adjoining boiler room often drove him on deck in any weather to keep from fainting. After he forced down the slop fed him in a zoolike manner, he’d head for the railing, often as not.


When the hills behind Lyttelton came into view ninety-two days after departure from Derry, Liam Larkin dropped to his knees and thanked the first thirty or forty saints who came to mind.


He wobbled down the gangplank, one of God’s forgotten miseries, where he presented himself, pale and trembling, to his sponsor, Squire Bert Hargrove. A lot of the lads landed skinny and shaken from the long voyage, but as Bert looked Liam over, he thought he’d bought himself a bad nag. At least Liam Larkin and Bert Hargrove shared enough of a basic language so they could understand one another…barely.


Certain he was in for three years of Caribbean-like slave labor, the anxiety ebbed from Liam into a state that resembled euphoria.


Liam shared a clean bunkhouse with a wooden floor and a heating stove with six other station hands. Three of them were paddies like himself, contracted for forty months’ labor to pay off their passage. In actual fact, Liam was replacing one who was about to strike out on his own. So, by God, maybe it wasn’t going to be total slavery.


He knew he was going to be worked hard, but he had never known much more than hard work. Bert Hargrove was pleased. He’d bought himself a good horse.


Some of the changes dawned on Liam subtly while others crashed through. The vast and incredible difference was that this land was not fueled by anger…or fear…or hatred. Was this an actual place? he asked himself every night.


Take the scroggins. Indeed, the station house and the bunk house were fed from the very same kitchen and the food was served to the men by the three Hargrove daughters. And a man could eat all he could hold. Liam thought back. Maybe six times back in Ireland in his village of Ballyutogue he had left the table with his belly bulging. He ate here this way every single night. The cook knew fourteen ways to prepare mutton, which was a hell of a lot better than fourteen ways to cook potatoes. There were vegetables he had neither seen nor heard of.


Food was only one matter. In the beginning New Zealand reminded him of Ireland, it was that green and hilly, and likewise the weather was either dirty, going to be dirty, or had just been dirty.


The hills were grander than hills, they were wondrous white-haired old mountains. Where they sloped toward the sea, they plummeted as fjords so fearsome as to shock a man’s breath away. Not only did this land run higher, it ran deeper with black earth.


New Zealanders were a stoic lot, not unlike the dour Ulstermen of County Donegal. Like the Ulstermen, loyalty here was to the Crown. Yet the tone of New Zealand patriotism was placid. Could it be such that he would never again have to hear the terrorizing rattle of the Lembeg drum and the hysterical rantings of the Orangemen and their preachers?


As with Ulster, New Zealand’s union with Britain was the centerpiece of its existence. But how could two places, islands…green…with mountains and sea…be so different and share the same planet? There were no whipping posts here, no hanging tree, no agony of the oppressed, poor little sheep rustling, smuggling, and moonshining, and he never saw an eviction, not one, not once.


Even the native Maori had apparently been subdued rather easily and were left with their culture and their dignity. Or so it seemed.


Aye, New Zealand was Protestant country, but an absence of game and fishing wardens in the bountiful streams told the whole story.


Fortunately, there were enough families, runholders, and miners around of the True Faith to hold Mass twice a month in one of Methven’s three public houses, otherwise padlocked on Sundays due to stringent “blue laws.”


Their priest, Father Gionelli of Eye-tallion extract, wended his way up from Christchurch on the second and fourth Sundays of the month in a three-donkey train. His arrival seemed so Joseph-and-Mary-like.


Confessions were dispensed with first, but there wasn’t too much to sin about in the mountain stations of the South Island, except for the drinking of the previous night, impure thoughts, and occasional fornication between man and sheep, a practice that never appealed to Liam.


With the Mass and sacraments finished, Father Gionelli read and wrote letters to and from home and transferred funds and consoled homesickness. His fractured English and their fractured English developed a melody all its own.


Liam Larkin was never truly homesick, only pained and angry over his dismissal from Ballyutogue and Ireland. He liked it here, to the utmost.




The pastures of New Zealand’s South Island gave a wonderful soft feel under his Wellington boots—in comparison to the back-breaking rocks and fragile topsoil and constant torment of wind, laws, weather, and omnipresent loathing of the oppressors that afforded the Irish hill farmer his marginal existence and lifelong suffering.


Back in Ireland in Ballyutogue, high in the heather, Liam had dug alongside his daddy, Tomas Larkin, since he had been a chip of a lad, and when one carries seaweed up from the lough to make it into a crust of topsoil, he damned well better know what he is doing.


In the beginning Bert Hargrove thought Liam Larkin a dullard with a broad back. Given this kind of land in this kind of atmosphere, Liam Larkin, in his quiet manner, inched his way into acceptance as an extremely knowledgeable farmer and sheep man. His wise observations, keen suggestions for logical changes here and there, and the penchant for a long day’s work caught the squire’s eye.


At the end of the first season Liam was made assistant to the station foreman. Free at last from constraints, Liam blossomed, took on responsibility, organized and had no qualms in running a crew. Tilted shears invented by his brother Conor in the blacksmith forge speeded the wool cropping by ten percent.


Things never stand still, not even in paradise.


Bert Hargrove was the most successful Catholic runholder hereabouts and was blessed with two fine young sons. On the minus side of the ledger, he was burdened with three daughters. As the inheritors, the squire’s sons would be adequate. Women, as they always do, presented the problems that caused him sleeplessness.


The Hargrove girls were a bovine lot, and endowed with the stout requirements for a future life as runholders’ wives, they seemed to have excellent breeding possibilities. Bert’s wife Edna made the mainstay of her life the future respectable and nearby placement of her daughters. She was bloody well determined that she would have a large family around her to comfort her during her declining years.


This was no simple matter. There were not enough eligible Catholic lads who fit into her scheme. By eligible, one would consider the inheritor of a station, an independent merchant of means, or perhaps a professional—a doctor or solicitor down in Christchurch. Beyond Christchurch was out of bounds.


The girls were off limits to the hands on the station. Edna Hargrove had the precision of a Prussian field marshal in her mind, knowing at every instant where each troop was. One pat on the rump and you were off the Hargrove Station, the debt for your passage auctioned to another runholder.


As an English-born lady, Edna was confronted with the fact that most Catholic lads in the region were Irish station hands, working off their passages or eking out a life on forty acres. She was reminded every second and fourth Sunday at the Mass when the paddies would stagger in, legless, shaking from a night’s drinking and hell-raising, lying and slothful as they were.


Certain forces of nature were too powerful even for the steel of Edna Hargrove, as powerful as the waters atop the fjords plunging into Milford Straits.


Her oldest daughter, Mildred, was not what one would call a comely maiden, but pleasant from the inside and good and sturdy otherwise. It was most important that Mildred make a good match to serve as an example to her sisters. Edna’s vulture eye picked up on the first glances exchanged by Mildred and Liam Larkin. One time they were looking at each other across the stable. Edna walked between them and could feel their vibrations going back and forth.


She suggested to Bert that Liam’s contract be auctioned to another station, preferably one up on the North Island.


“He’s too damned valuable,” Bert responded. “And he still owes us more than two and a half years’ work. Talk to Mildred and explain her about things.”


“I’ve been explaining her about things since she was four years old, Bert. We simply can’t risk some illiterate paddy to destroy all our lives.”


“That paddy is a good investment, old girl. It’s your job to keep them out of the breeding pens.”


“Don’t be vulgar, Bert. Two and a half years?”


It was a bit much. The Hargroves decided to make Liam sign his name to a nonfornication oath. Although he could sign his name, he couldn’t read a word on the paper, even though Bert explained its meaning, precisely.


Edna Hargrove should have known that a mere sheet of paper was not going to stop certain powerful natural forces. She had her work cut out for her.


It was at the district fair during the wool-shearing contest that what was apparent, was apparent. Stripped to the waist, Liam Larkin represented the Hargrove Station. Odds against him were delicious. No newcomer held a prayer, even with the saints on his side. Twenty-to-one odds against Larkin put him close to the bottom of the heap. Of course, no one at Hargrove spoke about Conor’s newly designed shears.


Mildred could scarcely conceal her delight at the sight of Liam’s upper body. The shears did the rest. After due deliberation by the judges, Conor’s tilty, grindy-toothed instrument was declared legal in Liam’s hands and the squire and all the squire’s men went home with a hat full of silver.


In the beginning, when working out artful dodges from Edna, Liam could scarcely believe that a girl of English descent, schooled at a convent in Auckland, would consider him worthy. Liam didn’t know all that much about birds. What he knew he found out back in Ballyutogue tagging along with his brother Conor.


What was there to say about Conor? Conor could get a shag any time he whistled. On such occasions Conor always sought out Protestant girls so he wouldn’t have to get seriously involved afterward. A couple of times at fairs on the other side of Donegal or down in Derry, Liam had the opportunity to latch on to the extra girl, and he wasn’t too awkward, so long as Conor was nearby. He figured that he would be equal to the occasion, should it occur.


The occasion occurred at the celebration of the Queen’s birthday, no less, which also marked the first time Liam ever mouthed the “forbidden” words to “God Save the Queen” praying that certain ancestors were not beholding him from above.


No greater catastrophe could have befallen Edna Hargrove than Mildred’s pregnancy, which destroyed half a lifetime of delicate manipulation. Bert raged because something had been put over on him and there was a balance due on Liam’s obligations. When the Hargrove cloudburst was dry of rage, Liam and Mildred were presented with a monstrous ultimatum.


The pair would be broken up permanently. Liam’s labor indenture would be sold to a station elsewhere. Mildred would be slipped out of the country to Australia to a convent. Since abortion was unthinkable, the child would be put up for adoption in Australia.


The alternative was uglier. Bert Hargrove had legal recourse both on Liam’s debt and a number of “sexual” offenses that could put him in prison for years.


Liam and Mildred had backed themselves to the edge of a cliff and seemed to have no choice but to submit or hurl themselves over the edge, when the hand of Providence stretched out clear from Ireland in the form of a cable. It was opened with shaky hands because a cable almost always announced a death. Mildred read it to him:




DEAR LIAM STOP I HAVE COLLECTED A SMALL FORTUNE IN ADVANCE ON A COMMISSION TO RESTORE THE GREAT SCREEN IN THE LONG HALL OF HUBBLE MANOR STOP I HAVE PAID OFF YOUR PASSAGE IN FULL STOP CERTIFICATE IS ON THE WAY STOP FURTHER FUNDS ARE BEING TRANSFERRED FOR YOU TO START A HOMESTEAD STOP DADDY UNAWARE STOP YOUR BROTHER CONOR
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Well, Conor’s cable changed the manner of doing things. The couple departed the Hargrove acres with only the mutilated suitcase Liam had arrived with. Mildred left everything, every stitch of clothing, her hope chest, her show horses, and her private possessions.


However, since young womanhood she had been in control of a bank account of earnings. Much of the money she had acquired was by shrewd trading on the various agricultural markets. It would serve as a down payment on something.


Father Gionelli, who had heard both of their confessions over a period of time, had been expecting them. He agreed to marry them provided they agreed to invite Bert and Edna to the christening. They agreed, reluctantly. The Hargroves felt one-third betrayed, one-third guilty, and one-third enraged, and they declined to come. A bitter seed had been planted.


Liam chose a strange and oblique name for his son: Rory. No one in the Larkin line had been named such and to name the first born outside of family was rare and uneasy. Liam reckoned that Rory had been a great Irish king and that was sufficient.


Rory was christened immediately after birth and dubbed “wee” Rory to indicate he had probably been born premature. Rory was hardly “wee” but hardy and quite beautiful. It almost seemed impossible he was born out of the two of them. “Wee” Rory had been hung about his neck like an invisible pendant. It was not that he was born in disgrace but that “an unusual child should have an unusual name.”


Bert Hargrove had always said that if Mildred had been a boy she would have been the best runholder in the South Island, she was that certain of the skills she needed. Her leaving was another cruel blow for Bert, for she had kept the ledgers, the payroll, the taxes, the contracts for land purchases, and knew the buy-and-sell game of the wool market keenly.


With Mildred’s head operating Liam’s instinct and knowledge of farming, they made a team that went from humble homesteaders to important runholders in a few years. The government of New Zealand at the time was intent on building a cattle and wool industry able to trade with the world and become an important cog in Britain’s wheel. Privileged terms on land and animal stock were backed by the government and the Larkins knew how to grab them.


There was additional support from Conor Larkin, who was faring well with his foundry in Derry. Mildred’s whipsaw mind knew exactly what to do with the windfall funds from Conor. When the thousandth acre was acquired, mortgage free, Liam hung up a sign: BALLYUTOGUE STATION, LIAM LARKIN, ESQ. “Squire Liam, mind you, a commoner of stature demanding respect by his achievement.” Ballyutogue Station—Liam Larkin, Esq. How many times did he repeat it? Mildred knew. She knew that “Squire” look in his eyes and how she loved it.


Why did he name his station, Ballyutogue, after his village in Ireland? The word itself meant “a place of sorrow” and sorrow is what he had gotten from it. Sweet…sweet revenge. “I’ll show all of you Liam was not the bumbling fool of the Larkins. The Ballyutogue Station I created will remind me of my victory every time I enter its gates.”


For a landless croppy it was far more than burgeoning boundaries of his land and far more than a country that wanted and accepted him. It was Mildred.


“My husband is not going to be an illiterate,” she commanded, and taught him how to read and write far beyond ordinary requirements. He’d think to himself when he had solved a difficult passage in the Bible or one of Mildred’s novels—What would Conor think if he saw me now! Aye, he remembered well how Conor always had his nose stuck in a book, taught by his little friend Seamus O’Neill. Someday, he’d read as well as Conor himself.


Oh, Mildred, what a dear! He loved every plump round feel of her. They may have been plain and rough hewn but there was nothing plain about the way they loved each other.


Mildred was the first thing that ever belonged to him, not counting the required love of certain family members. Mildred was the first person and the only person to love him alone.


Liam was the first person to love Mildred. The first person who belonged to her. They were the first to be tender to each other. They wallowed in each other, gloriously, never passing without a touch to make up for a lifetime of touches never before given or felt.


It took a third of a lifetime of misery and a journey halfway around the world, but his salvation from purgatory was felt every day of his life after he awakened to the realization that New Zealand was true.


Edna Hargrove’s anger lasted only until the second child, Spring, was christened. A proper English mother forgives and Spring was named after her own mother. Certainly Mildred had sent a signal in naming Spring that she wanted Edna’s forgiveness. At least things could be mixed around so no one really knew who was forgiving whom.


Bert held out for one more baby, Madge.


Through this ordeal Liam realized that a certain unplanned sense of exaltation was being awarded the victor. Continuing kindness to one’s former crucifier can be the most delicious and artful form of revenge. Had he and Mildred become belligerent, the Hargroves would certainly have found justification for their obnoxious behavior.


By accepting them with open arms, Liam had laid guilt and shame everlasting on Mildred’s parents. The terrible thing they had done was the Hargroves’ subject of many hours with Father Gionelli, but they could never erase it fully. The Aussies had a saying about the evil hunter missing his prey and getting whacked with his own boomerang. The Bible was a catalogue of “what goes around comes around.”


Of the other Hargrove boys, King Hargrove, their oldest son, grew into a first-rate lout with a penchant for gambling losses and the kind of irresponsibility that Bert Hargrove formerly attributed only to Irishmen. Bert was delighted when King stayed on in South Africa chasing a gold rush after serving in the Boer War.


Gilbert, the younger son, was a good bloke but he would not be dissuaded from being educated in England with aspirations of becoming an engineer.


There came a divine moment for Liam Larkin when Bert stood, hat in hand, and tolled off a litany of failures, bad investments, things on the turn with his sons, unforeseen sweeps of sickness through his flock and herd. None of this was Bert’s fault. Land had been easy to get and greed was his undoing. Bert’s overextension had no plan for a reserve in the event of failure. Hell, Liam knew when he was ten years old that a man doesn’t try to plow a thousand acres without a tractor.


He smiled and shook his head sympathetically and did not say aloud but Bert could read the silence in Liam’s face…What would you give for another stupid paddy like me to come off the ship and bail you out, you fuck-faced monster?


“Ah glory, Bert, let me and Millie sit down with you and see how we can get you through this little muddle of yours.”


Goddamned! Liam’s kindness damned near killed Bert Hargrove, but the terms, rather generous under the circumstances, saved the station, which would now be distributed on an equitable basis among his three daughters.


 


Actually, kindness as the ultimate revenge had begun to evolve in Liam’s mind years earlier when he and Millie and the baby struggled through that first winter in their first home, a leaking, clapboard, one-room, windblown misery of a shack. It was like the nightmare of Ireland all over, but they endured until spring and from that moment on never looked back.


His careworn daddy, Tomas Larkin, had driven him out of Ireland instead of giving him the careworn Larkin acres, which were rightfully his and which he craved. With springtime came a letter from Tomas pleading for Liam to return to Ireland and take over.


After a first rush of joy, Liam realized what lay behind the letter. After four generations, the Larkin land would not have the Larkin name on it unless Liam came back.


Conor had left the village of Ballyutogue and had established himself as a great ironmaster. Dary, the younger brother, was on the way of fulfilling his mother, Finola’s, dream of his becoming a priest. That left Brigid, who had given up her only love because he had no land and was forced to leave.


Brigid would now have to marry some old run-down bachelor because she was beyond the age of youth and loveliness and it was doubtful that she would ever bear a child.


“I treated you sorely,” Tomas’s letter pleaded, “but come home, the farm and all I have is yours.”


Liam could imagine both the agony and hope in his father’s pen. He could also imagine Tomas at Dooley McCloskey’s public house waving the return letter that his boy, Liam, would soon be coming home.


Too bad, Daddy, too damned bad. Keep your hair on. Me and Millie were never part of anyone’s plan because nobody ever loved either of us…except my brothers, Conor and Dary.


Liam was not yet literate enough to compose an answer and he did not want to introduce Mildred by way of the family brouhaha. He went to Father Gionelli and together they crafted a letter that oozed with compassion and concern. Between the compassion and concern he dropped little mouse turds…“Conor has paid off my passage…I’ve a lease with option to purchase of six hundred acres…the government is helping me with a thousand head of sheep…the land in New Zealand is rich and black…tell Ma I still say the rosary and Angelus.…”


Then Liam stroked a razor’s edge of kindness across his daddy’s throat. He wrote about Mildred. Liam did not mention that they were already married and had a son but…“Mildred is from an English family and convent-educated and we will marry soon and I’m not coming back to Ireland.”


Liam held his tongue until the letter was mailed then went to the priest again. “Father, I feel no anger toward my daddy but I must confess that the letter filled me with a tremendous thrill of happiness, and I know that’s wrong because I know how much I hurt him. I know the hurt because that is the way he hurt me. I’m sorry for my joy, but I cannot deny it.”


“I comprehend you, Liam,” Father Gionelli answered. “Your letter is the story of my own childhood.”


“Have I sinned?”


“Sin? What is sin inside the dynamic of family relationships? It is a mystery that began with man. No one can solve it except through his own unique experience. How you feel is human. But do not think it will leave you alone. We are never free of our blood.”


Tomas Larkin was struck down with the diabetes shortly after receiving Liam’s letter. He passed on through as the sun inched up along the horizon of a new century. Tomas died, deep in consternation over the way he had treated his son.
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January 1915


The benevolence of Squire Larkin grew along with his acres. He built a church for Father Gionelli at Methven and beautified it with stained-glass windows dedicated to his father, and later, his mother. He pondered as he had never pondered for almost six months but finally ended up calling the church St. Columba’s, the same name his childhood church bore in Ballyutogue.


He was a benefactor of Father Gionelli’s nonsectarian orphanage in Christchurch, which he thought was a noble idea worthy of the attitudes of New Zealand.


Although it was not the same as seeing the priest arrive at Methven with his donkey train, Liam was chief contributor for the purchase of a Model-T automobile from America to carry the Father up and down the mountain road.


And he had been a benefactor for the folks back in Ireland! He made sure his mother, Finola, lived like a queen in her village. The Larkin cottage roof had slates, a singular signature that one of the family over the water had made it big. Liam sent money for fine new tombstones for all the Larkins who’d gone on to their rewards.


For his brother, the priest Father Dary Larkin, there was a generous fund for Dary’s good works.


Try though he might, Liam could not carry out his philanthropies without a measure of revenge still attached to it. He guessed he was a hard shot. As Father Gionelli had told him years before, “It just doesn’t go away. We are never free of our blood.”


Liam realized that there was only one way to find an accommodation with his childhood, and that was to be certain his own children would not suffer from him.


He and Mildred often spoke in terms of advanced thinking for his times. The daughters, Spring and Madge, were coming into courting age. Unfortunately, they were behind the door when good looks were passed out. Yet all was not lost: The girls were nice young ladies and not only inherited their mother’s ampleness but her pleasant manner and keen mind as well.


Although, please God, they would never interfere or try to dictate the girls’ lives, Millie was certain that with Squire Larkin’s strong name they would be attractive beyond their physical liabilities. Liam and Mildred had come to a unique idea that there was nothing wrong with daughters inheriting land. It would mean marrying men with different names, but Ballyutogue Station would always be over the entry arch.


Liam even dared to take it one step further. If, God forbid, Madge and Spring fell in love with Protestants, and they were decent Protestants, they would be welcomed as sons-in-law. Of course the grandchildren would have to be raised in the True Faith.


He christened Tommy, proudly named after his daddy, Tomas Larkin. Alas, resemblances to his father were only name deep. Tommy seemed to have the bottom half of everyone’s traits. He was a good lad, mind you, a strong and rough-hewn number. He had all of Liam’s dull and awkward ways but none of his peasant’s instincts.


Because unconsciously Tommy reminded Liam of himself, and because consciously Liam knew he had to put wisdom and field smarts into the boy’s head, the two became plastered together indelibly. Liam’s heart of hearts cried silently because Tommy had a hundred-acre limitation.


Tommy would be schooled and schooled hard. He had to be pushed through so he could live a life of quality. It would be a chore. If worse came to worst there would always be something for him at the station.


So there it was, Madge and Spring with good husbands who would have shares in the station. So long as it was overseen by a Larkin, all would be in good order.


Yes, Mildred and Liam talked of it often. They would not manipulate the lives of their children the way they had been manipulated. They would not be played off one against the other for land. Wisdom and guidance, and all would be well.


Everything was in hand for Squire Larkin except for one small matter. The operation of the station would rightfully go to his oldest, Wee Rory, and Rory was a man equal to the task.


However, there were slight problems with Rory and his wild ways with the girls and his hell-raising and growing wanderlust. Ah, he’d calm down. He did love the land and from the junior lads on up to manhood, he was winner of every kind of shearing and riding and roping and breeding prize the South Island had to offer.


And, a rugby hero to boot.


Shyte, if truth be known, Liam had spent many an hour with Father Gionelli steeped in worry over Rory. On a turn of the ha’penny, Liam’s worry turned to fear.


War had broken out in Europe. In that instant, remote and placid New Zealand changed. The seemingly tranquil lads in this faraway countryside were suddenly charged with war fever and were queuing up for blocks outside the recruiting stations.


It made no sense. New Zealand had no quarrel with Germans or Austrians and none had ever seen a Turk. Why in the name of Jesus and Mary should they rush off like a mob to die for the British Empire? What would they find out there that could hold a candle to the life in New Zealand?




Young men became restless and adventurous and convinced themselves that the liberation of Belgium—which was someplace or the other in Europe—was the noblest cause since the Crusades and they were hot to muck in and make a fist of it.


It made sense and Liam knew it. The British Empire was calling in its dues and debts. Without Britain there would have been no New Zealand. Without Britain they might well be speaking German and toasting the Kaiser.


For a thriving farmer on the South Island of New Zealand the war had put words into their language. Squire Liam Larkin was now a “sheep baron.” All the product the farmers could induce from this fertile soil was loaded aboard ships at prices never to be seen again and steamed away to try to fill the ultimate bottomless pit, war.


Sheep barons and their key personnel would be exempt from military or other war service. Every hand was desperately needed on the station. Surely, Liam could operate Ballyutogue Station himself, but if Rory had a sniff of the outside world it posed a danger to everyone’s future.


Rory had indeed inherited his father’s penchant for holding rage deep inside him. The fact of the matter being that father and son spoke an equitable station language to each other as far as sheep, cattle, and crops went, but were otherwise angry strangers.


Liam had deceived himself into believing that Rory loved Ballyutogue Station so much he would never consider leaving it, even if the two of them were never truly mates.


He wondered now if there were any way to catch up and reverse the past, even though he was not quite certain of what he had done wrong. What? When? How? Rory seemed angry, almost from birth. Why?


“I know when it started,” Liam said one night to Mildred. “It started ten years ago when Conor came to visit us. The boy changed from that moment on.”


*  *  *




It was another battle of silence between Rory and his father. The boy had gone up to Wellington to see the New Zealand All-Black rugby team defeat the Aussies, a game that ended in a piss-up to end all piss-ups.


When aroused, Rory was a battler of fierce proportions who could fight his way through almost anything with fist, foot, bite, or with any weapon available—chair, lamp, beer bottle.


Rank nationalistic remarks occurred from a bunch of Aussies crying in their cups. A Chinese brothel, permitted in this Christian land to service lonely seamen, was dismantled. Liam went north to pay the bill and get his son released. The rest was silence, utter silence.


In times like this Liam would go to the crown of his land, a high hill site by a trout stream, and communicate with himself, reliving his own epic.


Liam had laid claim to victory over Ireland by making his immigration a stunning success. Despite it, he was never free of hovering ghosts, the men who had created the Larkin legacy. Each, for generations back, was the big fellow in his own times. And he, Liam, lost and unheard among them. Every time he thought himself free, they reached out from their graves in the family plot in Ballyutogue.


His great-grandfather Ronen, beaten with the cat-o’-nine until the bones poked through his flesh during the Wolfe Tone rising of 1798. His grandda Kilty, who brought them through the great famine by fighting bare knuckles for pennies in the alleyways of London and later rode with the Fenian rebels. And his daddy, Tomas, the silent warrior, the man who made the Orangemen part like the Red Sea when they tried to block his way to the first vote given to the Catholic croppy.


Conor! He was the Larkin of them all. Conor had left Ireland after a tragic shirt factory fire in Derry and roved for five years. Ten years earlier he had stopped off in New Zealand. Liam tried to make him stay, but he returned to his life in dubious battle.




Conor joined the illegal Brotherhood and masterminded a gunrunning scheme, was caught, imprisoned, escaped, and now lived life on the run.


“Cripes,” Liam mumbled to himself. “I’m going down and talk to Rory, this time without anger. This time we’ll get to the bottom of what is hurting us. Oh God, I dare not think of it, but if Rory would stay in New Zealand out of newfound love for me, and maybe, me for him, then this unholy Trinity would be off me back. God help me hold my temper with the lad.”


Liam could tell the instant he saw Mildred that something terrible had happened.


“Rory!”


“No, he’s all right,” Mildred assured. “In fact he’s been mumbling to me about the curse of his temper. He feels badly about being such a nark.”


He damned well should! Too bloody right! Liam thought. That latest little piss-up cost me three hundred fucking quid. Three hundred quid! You could buy half of County Donegal with that!


“Good,” Liam said, “the other kids?”


“They’re fine. Everyone is waiting in the parlor.”


They were gathered about the fireplace as the squire was wont to do for a prayer and chat before supper. Rory’s head hung low as he poked the fire.


Well, someone caught him a good one in the chops, Liam observed. I hope to hell it hurts down to his pisser.


Liam became aware of the silence. Then he saw it on the table. A cable envelope. What the hell! We get cables, lots of them. Ballyutogue Station in New Zealand must have gotten twenty cables last year. He lifted it. It bore a black star, indicating a death.


“We’ve been waiting for you to open it,” Mildred said.




OUR BELOVED BROTHER CONOR IS DEAD STOP HE WAS KILLED LEADING A RAIDING PARTY WHICH DESTROYED AN ULSTER VOLUNTEER ARMY ARSENAL AT LETTERSHAMBO CASTLE STOP WE ARE NEGOTIATING WITH THE BRITISH FOR THE RETURN OF HIS REMAINS STOP A LETTER OF DETAIL FOLLOWS STOP GOD REST HIS SOUL AND GOD BE WITH YOU IN YOUR MOMENT OF GRIEF STOP DARY LARKIN
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Liam afforded himself a quick glance at their distraught faces then left the wreckage for Millie to contend with.


Rory stopped his father on the stairs. “Da,” he croaked.


What the hell, Liam thought, you loved Conor more than you loved me. “I need to be alone, boy,” he said.


As he pushed open the bedroom door, Liam could hear the family weeping in the parlor, which was suddenly punctuated by a door slam, Rory’s signature that he was going flat tack to get drunk.


Mildred made heavy-footed haste up the stairs to the bedroom where Liam was packing his kit. He was all Liam now, containing his grief. He reckoned he would head again to the high meadow for whatever delayed reaction might come. In went a bottle of poteen, a vile moonshine. He creaked the springs of the bed as he worked on a pair of hobnail boots.


“I need to be alone.”


“There are others here with needs as well,” she snapped.


“I’m no good at this, Millie. You’ll have to do it for me.”


“Let me come.”


“No.”


“At least have a word with Rory.”


“Shyte, he’s probably halfway down to the junction already. Damned kid can hold more booze than my old man could.”




“Rory didn’t leave,” Millie persisted. “He’s in the barn. He’s weeping.”


Rory weeping? Rory seldom cried, except in a rage. Sure, he’d be weeping now. Conor was all to him. For ten years Rory has been trying to walk in Conor’s footsteps. Just what Ireland needs, another fucking Larkin martyr. “Rory has never needed my comfort,” Liam said.


“Liam. This house is shattered! Touch him! Just touch him and tell him we’ll get through it together.”


“I’m no good at this, Millie.”


“One word of kindness could have saved a lot of tears.”


“I…ugh…I’ll try.”


Liam entered the barn gingerly and turned up the lantern, mesmerized by the sobs coming from the far end. The flicker showed Rory on a hay bale, face in hands. Liam opened a stall, led his mare out and saddled her, as Rory watched in torment.


I know that look, Liam thought. I must have looked that grief-torn myself. Well, nothing can ever hurt me like that again. Nae, not even this news. So, what is it I’m supposed to say? he wondered. The damned fool corked it with no help from us. Daddy always said he’d end up from a hanging tree, one way or another. Fuck Ireland!


Liam cleared his throat. The two stared like startled deer caught in torchlight. Liam cleared his throat once more. Yes, Squire, he thought, you’re just like your daddy. Old Tomas would not have shown the likes of Liam any sentiment. Liam lowered his eyes and led the horse from the barn. In a moment there was a whinny and the sound of pounding hooves, away to the hills.


Squire Larkin was soon on the crown of his land. Everything in view belonged to him. He blew on the fire until it flared and bit into the chill, then he reached into the tent and felt for the poteen, tossed one down and leaned against the great oak that he considered the personal altar and throne of his kingdom. A wind carried up faint bleatings and tinkling bells of the flock in the east pasture. The bells blended into a steady rising and falling tone as if the animals were having a natter with him.


“The beauty of Ireland lies slain! How the mighty have fallen! Ye mountains of Donegal, let there be no dew, neither let there be rain upon you, for the shield of the mighty is vilely cast away. He was lovely in his life. He was swifter than an eagle. He was stronger than a lion. How the mighty have fallen! Thou, Conor, thou hast been slain in thy high place! How the mighty…how the mighty…how the mighty…my beloved brother…has fallen.”


Liam dropped to his knees. “Conor!” he shrieked and the echo returned on the tinkling bells…CONOR…Conor…Conor…


“Oh God, man! I loved ye so!” Liam beat at his breast and groveled and screamed as his pain and confusion convulsed him. Felled to his hands and knees, he crawled and gagged and vomited and grabbed the great tree, wailing softer and softer into exhaustion.


A time later, a beastly chill cut through him. Liam awakened to a cloud pawing its way through the top of the hill. The fire was down. Liam moved quickly into the tent and wrapped himself in the heavy bedroll until his shivering quelled into rhythmic grunts.


“God,” he whispered, “punish me for that instant of elation that swept me when I read the cable. God, please punish me, I loved you, Conor lad, and that’s the truth of it.”
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As Liam went up to the hills, so Rory headed down to the sea by the path that his stallion Rum Runner knew by rote.


Being in the saddle comforted him, even at such a grievous time as this. His most profound memory of his father’s affection came on his third birthday in the form of his first pony.


Rory was seven and RumRunner four when they made their lifelong partnership. In short order Rory was a full-fledged drover. Moving RumRunner into the midst of a flock was like leaping up onto a cloud, a sky of wool below him and the border collies circling and yapping and nipping butt.


RumRunner knew the weight of his master was heavy this night. As Rory reached into the saddlebag and withdrew a bottle, the horse set himself on automatic; four hours and one fifth of whiskey would see them down to Christchurch.


New Zealand kids were filled with wanderlust these days. They now had justification and rationalization to scream out against the entrapment that closes in on most island youngsters. Had there been no war on, they’d have probably invented one.


From the time of Conor’s visit, much of Rory’s curiosity had been filled by a parade of books, which found their way to him through Uncle Wally. He became a prolific reader, but strange, his drive to get out of New Zealand seemed pacified.


Rory had not been caught up in the war fever, partly because it made no sense for him to go halfway around the world to fight for the freedom of Belgium.


You inherit this, that, and the other from your parents, sometimes reluctantly. He had found their sense of peace that told him he would do his roving at some future day, when he was entirely ready and sound of mind about it.


By sixteen he was among the best sheep- and cattlemen on the South Island and had talked his father into raising domesticated deer, which was turning into a profitable venture. He also imported a few mules from Cyprus, which turned out not so profitable.


Although the yen to leave was there, the yen to stay was also there. It was Liam’s fears and suspicions that triggered Rory to look to the horizon. He loved the station, the country, his calling.


It had been years and years since he had heard from Conor. Only cryptic mentions of his uncle came in the letters from his other uncle, Father Dary.


But on this night of Conor’s death, the past became the present again and the present took on a sudden urgency. He must follow in Conor’s footsteps.


Even now he adored riding the station with his da, who was quiet and leathery and had wondrous ways with the soil and weather. They said that only pigs could see the wind, but Liam Larkin sure as hell could, he was that keen.


If containing one’s emotions were a kingly value, his father was a great king. His early longings to buddy up with his da had been turned back by Liam’s constant taciturn attitude toward him. Mom and Tommy, and occasionally the girls, got whatever there was of his father’s outward shows of affection.


If being taciturn were truly his da’s basic nature Rory felt he could find a rhythm to it, a good clean way that two quiet men can have respecting and caring for one another.




Rory had caught a drift as a child that the silence and later the snappishness toward him had a wrong rub to it. It was a special annoyance his da had for him from something that must have happened long ago and far away.


It was a dark night, but RumRunner knew the way. Rory dozed in the saddle knowing his horse would advise him if he were about to fall off. He jolted to wakefulness and snapped upright time and time again. Each time he did, he remembered his horror…UNCLE CONOR IS DEAD!


Rory, stop playing the game, he told himself. You’ve a rover’s bone stuck in your throat and you know it and your da knows it. The sourness between them had set in almost ten years ago to the day, when Uncle Conor came to visit.


Liam Larkin understood his son’s itch and he was unable to do the right thing about it. It boiled down to a single word, Ireland, and Rory had built his uncle into a deity. Liam’s fear was that the same curse-laden bedevilment would take his son away.


A word of comfort to his da that his love of New Zealand would keep him here, and things would have changed between them in a flick.


Liam saw his son become more like his brother, and it was beyond his scope to do anything about it. As for Rory, he could never bring himself to comfort his da about Ireland.


So, the malice and cancer grew.


UNCLE CONOR IS DEAD!


Tears stung Rory’s cheeks. His throat told him the bottle was empty. He tossed it and looked for the lights of Christchurch. They always seem to come up like the sound of a Protestant hymn. If New Zealand ever fell off the earth, Christchurch would be first to go. It was born dull and stayed that way without curiosity or anger, just a transplanted English garden in perpetual whispers and prayer. This was the Motherland once removed, the old royal and loyal outpost of empire. It was eleven o’clock and Christchurch drowsed. Christchurch always drowsed.




RumRunner trotted on through to the Lyttleton Harbour, where an oasis of levity from the outside world had filtered through the Christian ramparts.


Wally Ferguson’s Sheepmen and Miners’ Exchange was the lone sanctuary from all that goodness. Wally’s operation centered around the sheep and cattle pens by the docks. There was a bunkhouse hotel, warehouse, auction barn, and the most active pub on the South Island.


Wally’s greatest asset was an ability to size up men: good, bad, truthful, liar, fighter, coward…that one will fold up in one season…that one will make a go of it…that one’s a right yahoo.


In the beginning, when Mildred and Liam had been evicted from Bert Hargrove’s station, Wally had made an astute judgment and took the young and frightened couple in. What to buy, when to buy, how to buy, good land, bad land, safe ships, diseased ships, market up, market down, good ram, bad ram—all of this was shared with Liam Larkin, more so because he hated Bert Hargrove, but mostly because he knew a winning team when he saw one.


That kid, Rory Larkin, became a kind of alter ego, winning at the fairs, almost good enough to play rugby with the All-Blacks, and a fighter of devastating proportions.


Rory could hold his feelings in like his da, Liam. The lad was always much of a loner except for the girls who couldn’t keep their hands off him and their legs crossed.


Likewise, there were many differences between father and son, but the greatest of these was Liam’s ability to stuff in his rage, no matter what.


Rory was able to contain himself for only so long, and when he erupted it could be monumental and he could be dangerous.


RumRunner stopped at the corral gate. Rory whistled. Old Glenn the stableman limped over from the bunkhouse and let them in. The journey ended, the whiskey hit with a delayed punch. Rory needed a hand to dismount and he leaned against the fence, blurry.




“My, my,” the old man said, “get your ass to the bunkhouse, I’ll sack you down as soon as I take care of your horse.”


The intensity of pain was stronger than the effects of mere alcohol. Rory came together in a fuzzy sort of way. “I’m not after sleeping yet,” he said. “Night’s young and I’m wasting good drinking time.”


“You’ve got enough in you to keep the House of Lords drunk for a month.”


“Glenn, just take care of my fucking horse.”


“All right, but mind your manners. There’s a foursome of thugs down from the copper mine just dying to get into a piss-up. And see Wally before you go into the bar. He thought you might be coming down.”


Rory heaved in a sigh to prove he was absolutely sober, thanked RumRunner, and started across the corral.


“Rory. We’ve heard about Conor Larkin. I’m sorry, man.”


Rory stopped for a moment and surveyed a landscape of pens bulging with sheep and three ships at dockside. The bar would be full. A tinderbox.


Rory knocked and entered Wally Ferguson’s office, slumped into the chair, and hung his head. The feel of Wally’s two strong hands tightening hard on his shoulders helped so much.


“Glenn says they know about it here already. How did they get the news so quick?”


“I think your ma must have held the cable for a couple of days. I called her and told her it was in the newspaper today. Some of the republican journalists in Dublin must have put it on the wires before it could be censored.”


Rory lifted his head to see a newspaper on the desk. He closed his eyes and bit his lip.


“You’ll have to read it to me.”


“‘It is confirmed that the Ulster Volunteer Army arsenal and barracks of Lettershambo Castle in County Londonderry was destroyed by a raiding party of the Irish Republican Brotherhood, reversing an earlier report from His Majesty’s Spokesman that the explosion was an accident.




“‘Details now emerging seem to indicate that a small raiding party crossed Lough Foyle and was able to enter the castle by a series of hidden caves and tunnels.


“‘The explosion which occurred at 4:22 A.M. was so great that it could be seen and heard from Scotland down to Londonderry City. No figures of casualties have been released but informed sources say that over a hundred officers and men in the garrison have not been accounted for. Damage has not been made public, but from the power of the blast it is believed that tons of dynamite stored within the Castle were ignited and that tens of thousands of weapons along with millions of rounds of ammunition were destroyed.


“‘Only two bodies of the IRB raiding party have been recovered and identified. One was Daniel Hugh Sweeney known in the republican movement as “Long Dan” and believed to be in command of the illegal organization.


“‘The second body was that of Conor Larkin, a longtime Brotherhood operator whose whereabouts had been unknown since a jailbreak from Portlaoise Prison almost six years ago. He had surfaced in America for a time then disappeared again. Larkin won national fame for an earlier gunrunning exploit that culminated in his capture at the well-known ambush at Sixmilecross.


“‘Sweeney and Larkin were killed manning a machine gun, apparently covering the retreating raiding party…’ and so forth and so forth,” Wally said. “He sure went out in style, Rory. I guess you might consider me to be a royalist,” he continued, “but if I were Irish I’d probably have another point of view. I met him when he was here ten years ago. He was a gentle man unable to escape the curse he was born into.”


“Thanks, Wally.”


“Now, what about the squire?”


“Oh God, my da’s brains must really be unhinged now. We—he and I—are like one of his fine pieces of Waterford crystal. Ever see one of those things smash? It’s not into chunks and slivers but a billion little flakes that can’t be put together—not by the two of us, anyhow.”


“Have you got the guts to stay in New Zealand?”


“Stay? Hell! Don’t you understand, Wally? Conor was so tall he cast his shadow halfway around the world. Now it’s settling like a black cloud. Ballyutogue and Ireland and Uncle Conor have been left unspoken through the years except in snippets of fear. The ghosts of Tomas and Kilty and Ireland have been rankling every corner of our land and every inch of our house. Uncle Conor’s unseen presence can fairly choke you at times.”


“Your da is a good man,” Wally said.


“So am I,” Rory answered. “Don’t worry, between the squire and Mom Larkin that station will prosper till eternity.”


“Ah, jumping Jesus,” Wally moaned.


“Let’s heist a couple,” Rory said rising.


“There’s a bunch of beasts in there from the mine including Oak Kelley.”


“Good,” Rory said, “Oak is just the ticket.”


“Wait, I’m coming with you.”


“‘S’truth, Wally, take my word, I’m sober as the Virgin.”


“That’s not what I’m worried about. Your face isn’t cleaned up from your last donnybrook up in Wellington. I don’t want a homicide on your record as well.”


The barroom had a certain raunchy stateliness to it. It was sturdy and its walls told of the hunting and fishing glories of the South Island in heads stuffed and fish embalmed in fighting poses. It was aged and sturdy and reeked lovely with a magnificent blend of ale, whiskey, tobacco, and various aromas from the pens outside.


Wally nodded to his big Maori bartender to be alert. Times like this were why Wally kept the furnishings simple. The lowering of all voices and the entry of tension was automatic as Rory found a space at the end of the bar and Wally stood slightly behind him.


The four mashers from the copper mine quickly positioned themselves on either side of Rory. The chief troublemaker quickly took charge of his role. They called him Oak and he was known as a terror around the mining camps. Oak won most of his fights without throwing a punch, he was that fearsome-looking, with pocked face, red beard, and hands the size of cannonballs.


“I hear some pigshit by the name of Conor Larkin attacked a British fort in Ulster,” Oak said for openers.


“Bloody disgrace,” a mate chimed in, “what with Irish boys in the trenches in France having dirty traitors stabbing us in the back.”


“And I’m drinking to the man who blew Larkin’s guts out,” the third said.


“Yeah,” said the fourth, completing the alliance. “Us fighting a war, our lads dying in France, and that murdering jailbird committing treachery.”


“If you’ve spoken your piece,” Wally said, “would you mind retiring to a table so as further commerce won’t suffer interruption.”


“I want to know how this Larkin boy here feels about the matter,” Oak said.


“I’m very sad,” Rory said softly.


Too softly. Wally knew what Wally knew. The big Maori bartender reached down and wrapped his hand around a staying pin.


“We’d like you to step outside so we can express our sorrow as well,” Oak taunted, “but first, what say about a toast to our beloved King.”


“Ah now, gentlemen,” Wally said. “It’s four against one. That’s kind of unsporting, Oak.”


“Aye,” Rory agreed, “that’s indeed cowardly. Isn’t that cowardly!” he shouted to the room.


“Tell you what we’ll do,” Wally said quickly. “I’ll put twenty on Rory here, but no four against one.”


“Then I’ll only have to fight them two at a time?” Rory asked.


“That’s still cowardly, isn’t it?” Wally asked the bartender. The big Maori nodded.




“Tell you what. Twenty on Rory Larkin and I’ll give two-to-one odds he lays out the four of you. Even money on the side says that one or more will require hospitalization. Clear back a few tables there to give them room to fall.”


“Bullshit, Ferguson,” Oak roared and brought a punch up from his boot tops that caught Rory directly between the eyes. Rory fell back, shook his head, and stared at the giant who groped, bewildered.


“If that’s the best punch you’ve got, Oak, you’re fucked!” Rory’s fists blazed fast into the miner, who was stunned long enough so that a knee to the groin, elbow to the Adam’s apple, and hand chop behind the neck caused the entire room to shake as he thudded to the floor, clapped out.


“Gentlemen,” Rory said to the others, “who wishes the honors?”


There was a total loss of enthusiasm among those burdened with dragging Oak’s hulk from the place.


Rory banged his mug on the bar and glared at the room. “My name is Rory Larkin and I’m a New Zealander! I love my country! I loved my uncle and I think the Brits got what was coming to them!”


He snatched a bottle off the bar and barreled for the door. Wally caught him outside and spun him around.


“Jesus, I hate to see this thing happen in New Zealand. Two Irishmen fighting each other. This is not the place for it, Rory. Now, God rest your uncle’s soul, but this is your country!”


Rory backed away fighting for breath, trying to unscramble the whirl of torment so that words could form off his lips, somehow. Wally backed up and there was fear involved. He had never seen such a blaze of eyes and Rory shaking from top to bottom.


“Can’t you see,” Rory screamed. The veins bulged from his neck and his forehead. “I’m haunted, man!”


“Jesus, boy, you’re not yourself now. Come on, calm-like. It’s me, Wally, talking. Go to my office and drink yourself to sleep.” Wally reached out, but Rory swung his arm.




“You’re scared of me, aren’t you, Wally?”


“No.”


In a time Rory’s control returned and he told Wally he was really, painfully sorry. He turned to leave.


“Where the hell you going?”


“You know,” Rory answered.


“All right, then. Stay with her till you’re ready to come out and when you come out, you come straight to me. Will you shake hands on it?”


“I promise.”
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Rory found himself wandering past the docks and along the base of Mount Pleasant, a hill that afforded a triple vista; Christchurch to the north and its omni-dim lights and whispering hymns, the Lyttleton Harbour below and Taylor’s Mistake at land’s end luring the ships to crash in the wrong inlet.


Rory crossed the road and sat on the grass and drank from the bottle. Who was Admiral Taylor to have such an insult heaped upon himself? How many ships piled up aground in that shallow treacherous cove?


That’s good, Rory thought. God has a way of disconnecting a man’s brain when it is too mashed up to contend with tragedy. When you can bear no more you can think of silly things like Taylor’s Mistake. Why am I here sitting on the wet grass and drinking when the Sheepmen’s Exchange is down there? Oh yeah…Oak Kelley. Bastard’s jaw hurt my fist.


“Oh, Uncle Conor,” Rory mumbled. “Since you left I’ve wanted nothing more in life than to see you again. God, the joy of it when I learned you’d busted out of prison! Over the years only precious letters, read till the words almost disappeared from the paper.”


He lay back and fell into a stupor.


Ugly, gray, wet, windy, chilled dawn told Rory either to wake up or die frozen in the grass. His infallible youth and strength won out. He crawled up from hands and knees and stood wavering like a tall ship’s mast in a hurricane.


Oh yes…that’s it…Georgia. Sister Georgia Norman, Chief Matron of the Christchurch Presbyterian Hospital. Several months earlier Rory had been taken down to the hospital with ribs cracked in a fall during the cattle muster. The war had swept a great number of the physicians into the army, including Dr. Calvin Norman, who was now on the way from somewhere to somewhere else.


In five months of hostilities, Rory Larkin had, by serendipity, found an unexpected windfall of unfaithful wives. Even as he rendered them and himself pleasure he disdained them. Wives were supposed to hunker down and wait it out in abstinence. Well, Rory concluded, one had to accept one’s fate. There were two kinds of women about. Those who were married and those who wanted to be. The married birds were in no position to complain too loudly about his lack of attention. He could come and go as he pleased and they were most grateful.


Except for Georgia Norman. She was more mature, at thirty, and a woman of accomplishment and experience. She was English-born, like his mom, and a bit plump like her as well. As a young woman she trained and spent more than eight years nursing in the Medical Corps, including outstanding service during the Boer War.


It seemed the war did her in. She ran to the farthest place not in permanent ice fields, where she met Dr. Norman, a physician probably better suited to be a law clerk. Georgia craved peace and lacked great beauty. Calvin Norman was an acceptable compromise with life. Her desire for motherhood was soon derailed as she learned of her husband’s overly solicitous examinations of his female patients.


Then came the war that so many New Zealand men felt had arrived as a blessing. Dr. Norman saw it as an excellent job opportunity, an advancement. The war would be short, no doubt, and he would return with a shoulder full of pips, a chest with at least two rows of medals, and the command of any hospital or practice of his choosing.


Georgia was unlike any woman Rory had encountered, and for a man of his tender age his conquests numbered quite a few.


No weeping, no jealousy, no laying on of guilt. Her code with Rory was humor and lovemaking. As a lady who had been in the company of the military for nearly a decade and a highly informed nurse, Georgia was a most knowledgeable and creative lover. No questions asked, no demands made. Easy come, easy go. She had no other lovers but she was clever and patient. Rory would always find his way back to her. And she kept her secret from him.


Her cottage had a wild look to the sea around the bend from Taylor’s Mistake. As she gazed at the windswept horizon, a loud knock sounded. She responded to the knock and saw before her a drenched, battered sot with sour breath.


“Cor, blimey, what a gorgeous sight you are. Are you begging for alms or do you want to come in?”


Rory staggered into the room, shrugged, and shook his head several times.


“I read about it in the newspapers,” she said.


“Please,” he cried, and opened her robe and buried his face in her bosom and they slowly slipped to the floor and she held him and rocked him, her breasts soon salty from his tears. There are needs a strong man can’t speak of. A need like this from him had never been considered. He allowed himself for the first time in memory to completely cave in.


When at last he disengaged, his jerky loud breathing continued as she ran her fingers through his hair. “You’re soaking wet.”


“I didn’t know it had been raining. My da is up in the hills. It’s raining on him, too. I need a jar, Georgia.”


“To hell you do,” she answered, “you need to hold your head over the toilet and stick your finger down your throat. Now, in with you.”




Her strong nurse’s hands pulled him to his feet and he obeyed. She soaked him afterward in a hot tub and dried him and wrapped him in her husband’s ponderous wool bathrobe. Tea, bitters, and a drop of cognac calmed his tummywobbles.


Having felt that great surge of compassion from her flesh to his, he was desperate for more.


“Georgia,” he said in nearly a whimper, “would you just lie down with me and hold on to me, I mean, real tight like…just that.”


“What a grand idea,” she said.
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Liam unglued his eyes to an unlikely tattoo of sun rays on the tent. His hand reached under the quilt and fished for the poteen bottle. It had died and gone to heaven hours ago. He berated himself for leaving the station in such haste that he had not thought to bring more.


The trashy taste in his mouth and the need to relieve himself overtook his dread of the morning chill. The stream brought him back to life in a hurry.


Liam puffed on the embers of the fire until they fanned, and when tea was made, he wrapped his hands around the cup and let the heat bake through to his leathery skin. The sun was winning its dawn skirmish with the elements. “Thanks God, for that,” he said.


Hunger pacified, he strung up his fishing rod automatically and selected a likely fly from his hat, hoping not to hook up seriously. He had yet to contemplate, to mourn, to allow flashes of memory to run through. He could never do that down off this hill because there were people around and things to do. What he wanted to ponder was not for sharing, even with Millie.


Liam commenced a long conversation with himself. In these kinds of discussions he could argue his case with utter clarity and dazzle the nonpresent adversary with his infallible logic. These arguments he always won. The fellow on the receiving end was almost always Rory.




The goddamned problem was that whenever Liam attempted to argue the case with Rory present he botched it. Rory would never give him the answers he had so positively anticipated.


After a time Liam stopped holding these conversations with actual persons, particularly Rory. He held them with himself up on the hill against the oak. It seemed that life between Liam and his son became a long trail of conversations that never took place.


It was like that in the old country, Liam thought. If you’re Irish enough, you can go an entire lifetime filled with conversations that never took place, like those between himself and his own father, Tomas.


Up here on the hill by the stream, Liam would even allow himself to journey inward deep enough to inflict upon himself the hurt of Ireland.


How many pricks must a man endure before he becomes numb? Liam knew early on his place in life was set. He learned the futility of trying to win his father over or to change his lot in life. Liam realized a short time after he was born that he was a small matter in a field of giants. NOT ANYMORE! Squire Liam Larkin was no small matter anymore.


“Dear Lord, must I go to me grave without Rory once having a taste and touch of my true feelings? All our conversations end in ruin. After a time, one stops even thinking about having them, it becomes that futile.


“What am I guilty of, son? Building this magnificent life here? What have I done wrong, Rory? Saved you from the blistering misery of Ireland and the hanging tree? Because of me you’ll never know the terror of going up a gangplank and down into the second hold of a tramp steamer on a voyage in purgatory with less than a quid in your pocket. I saved you from fear, boy, from puking over the rail and praying God for the strength to throw yourself into the sea!”


Liam’s face knotted as he recalled the ugliest incident between them that had taken place two years earlier. June MacPherson was sixteen, the daughter of Protestant farmers. They had a small but decent holding of about three hundred acres of crop with a few animals. June was a good-looking lass but in a state of perpetual heat with a reputation of being loose with her knickers.


Rory became the pot of gold at the end of her rainbow. Determined to become Mrs. Larkin, she seduced him without qualms on numerous occasions by methods that would have been considered rape, were she a man. Rory took responsibility for the pregnancy.


The Larkin household flooded with bitter memories. Unlike the acrimony shown them by Mildred’s parents, the Larkins decided to be real Christians about it. Moreover, Junie-girl was an answer to Liam’s prayers. With a wife and child, Rory’s roving days would be cut off at the knees. Now, he would have to remain in New Zealand!


June and all four parents seemed to be reveling in the plot, but Rory threw a wrench into it. He liked June very much. So had many other boys. She was not precisely the Virgin, but many girls had married after affairs with other partners and their marriages worked. It was a plain, simple, unfettered matter that he did not love her. There was more of this going on than the pious of the South Island were willing to admit. To be precise, June’s sister had been in the same condition a few years earlier and did not marry.


Rory seemed to have three choices: flee, marry, or go to prison. He did none of them. Thus the unthinkable came into play. June made the short trip to Wellington, as two other girls had done this particular year, and had an abortion.


Liam and Mildred had consented to the most hideous of all crimes and sins. The Squire now had to bear the added guilt of his son’s wretched behavior.


Thank God he had his own shining behavior with Mildred to show himself as the loftiest of men while his son was a scum. Liam cozily sloughed off the pertinent fact that he loved Mildred, and Rory and Junie did not really care for each other.


In another year, June MacPherson became pregnant again, this time with a lesser character than Rory, a lunker who marched off peacefully to the altar.


“Aye,” Liam sighed, “if I couldn’t get through to Rory in a matter of such moral magnitude, how can I get through to him at all?”


That’s the bitter twist, he thought. “If we only had one golden conversation, one in which he would understand everything I told him and probably I had to hear a few things myself.


“But nae, the silence goes into the churchyard and the truth, never heard, is shoveled over by the grave digger. And another generation takes up a life of unspoken anger.”


Suppose, Liam thought, everyone in a family were priests three days a week. On Monday, Wednesday, and Friday half the family, the priests, would be sitting in the confessional box and the other half of the family had to confess to them. Then on Tuesday, Thursday, and Saturday the confessors would become the priests and the priests would be hearing the confessions from them. On Sunday, they’d all go to Mass together.


“I’ll wager there are Irish family debating societies in heaven, hell, and purgatory, and the misunderstandings could be argued century after century.”


Or was it that there were always too many children and not enough land in Ireland? That boys lived in fear of forced marriages or married as toothless old bachelors or emigrated? Was it the absence of gracious wealth, or was it the damnable British stranger among them? Was it the Holy Church who force-fed a fear of sin like it was mother’s milk?


“All of the bloody things that made the Irish heap wreckage on one another had brought grief upon grief, departed sons and daughters, shut out shows of compassion and affections from us…. Never touching…made us great fighters in other men’s armies.”


Could any of this have been averted, Liam wondered, with that one golden conversation?


He contemplated where Rory might be. Here was a lad twenty years old bedding down half the grass widows in Christchurch. One of these days some soldier was going to come home on leave unexpected and blow his head off. Jaysus, Liam thought, that boy draws women to him like nails to a magnet.


He draws them like Conor used to. Every other bird in Ballyutogue had broken a wing from flying too hard at Conor. Mr. Lambe’s forge, where his brother worked since his apprenticeship, always had girls hanging around, Protestant and Catholic alike…“just happening by.”


Rory was not much different. He had cornered all the good looks of the Larkin family and left crumbs for the rest of us.


Down the trail he’d go, asleep on RumRunner, who knew the route to Wally’s better than most drovers.


Jaysus, that boy could hold a tank of booze, like his grandfather Tomas. Ah, he could count on Wally to keep the peace, then spill Rory into a bunk when his tank overflowed. Good old Wally. He and Mildred owed Wally for taking them in in the beginning and helping them get started. Wally was the only one who Rory had really taken to and could keep the boy from going on a tear.


Liam switched images as his hand poked through his kit more in hope that some faerie may have slipped in another bottle of poteen.


His thoughts ran to the homestead, now fourteen rooms large with a big and little lorry and a Model T like the one he bought for Father Gionelli. The gem of the Ballyutogue Station was a family chapel, with its awesome silver candlesticks.


Maybe the worst hurt of all was that his mother and father never saw his Ballyutogue Station. Every time he added land or new heads of cattle and extended his fences, Liam would play over and over in his mind that he was showing Tomas around. “See there, Da, picked up that hundred acres because of phosphate content, a natural for growing potatoes and American corn.” Huh! A hundred acres, just a wee corner of this spread…but larger than all the Larkin fields together. Old Tomas would squint as he looked over his son’s “barony” and the cut would be deep. Tomas would know how wrong he had been. And there, Liam’s own private trout stream, like a lord, and electricity in the house and new combines in the fields.


Probably the greatest part of his mourning when his dadied was the fact he’d never see Ballyutogue Station in New Zealand. The game was on to get his mom, Finola, to take the trip to New Zealand and with damned better accommodations than had been the case with him. She’d swoon from the sight of the place and go back to Ireland and spend her life bragging about Squire Liam to the respectful and awed neighbors.


Getting Finola to move out of Ballyutogue, except for the occasional county fair or the pilgrimage up Mount Patrick, took some years of convincing. By the time she agreed to come for a visit, she had gotten too old and, like Tomas, never saw the place.


Somehow, this grated on Liam almost more than anything in this life, almost more than Rory’s behavior.


It hurt too much so he once again shifted images to Mildred, Madge, and Spring in the chapel, on their knees lamenting the death of Conor with his photograph bathed in candlelight. Tommy was nowhere, doing nothing. Tommy was like Liam had been in Ireland, doing nothing but mending harnesses or pitching horseshoes.


In another day the women would have spent the first cannonburst of grief and he’d come down. There was no use going sooner, even for another bottle of poteen. Liam knew he’d be somewhat less than nothing around three wailing females.




Liam thought of Millie. “What a horrible time to think of my wife laying naked in bed,” he blushed aloud. Back in Ireland when a girl went up the pole and the guilty young man was shuffled in shame to the altar, it signaled the end of his dreams, the ultimate life sentence, the closing of the door to the outside world, adventures, the rover’s itchy feet. Passion that ended bachelorhood had its dire consequences. Thank God for Millie, he had said a million times, thank God she defied her parents and had guided him through killer turbulence to land, to a homestead, to acceptance as one of the mighty.…Sheep Baron. By God, aristocracy, in a manner of speaking.…All fears of inadequacies, either on the land or with his woman, were vanquished.


The deliberate predating of Rory’s birth to make him seem months younger was done mostly to preserve Mildred’s honor. There were snickers and whispers, probably emanating from Bert and Edna Hargrove, but time would take care of it.


Or would it?


Try as he might there was a flicker of guilt every time he looked at Wee Rory, a trait that seemed to continue on through Rory’s boyhood. The first time he saw the baby at Mildred’s breast, he felt the infant had invaded their love. He never had the same problem in sharing Spring, Madge, and, particularly, Tommy when they nursed.


Rory was his son, all right, but it was Tommy who solidified the Larkin name in New Zealand. Tommy was named after someone from the old country. In a strange way, Tommy had more legitimacy.


What the hell! Rory didn’t know, even at this time! Or did he, and did he take his rage inward? At one point, Mildred suggested they tell Rory about his early birth and their dire situation at the time, but Liam would not hear of it. Too much honor was involved, too much of his deepest Catholic beliefs had been willfully ignored by his lust.




Rory sensed friction from the start. Liam always went out of his way to give the boy a paternal pat on the shoulder or even a rumple of the hair. Something about it was always forced.


Affection was mainly for Mildred and some for the girls. All a real man like Rory needed was a slap on the back and a “job well done.”


Rory used me, Liam thought. Running to Mildred’s lap for an embrace just to annoy him. Damned kids can play parent against parent before they can walk, and Rory was a master of it because attention from mom always brought a secondary attention from Liam. Other routes to his father were through bossing around his sisters. Liam gave him angry attention for that in short order.


At last came Tommy, the real Larkin. But alas, it became apparent that Tommy was not going to be very tall in the saddle. Tommy had no natural sense for ranching.


Liam needed Rory, and knowing he needed Rory intensified the spite and arid spirit between them.


Conor came, and when Conor departed the rift was permanent. Liam’s son had become his brother. Liam was again contending with the great Conor Larkin and all the fears he attributed to Tomas were now being done by him to Rory. Memories, so carefully controlled, had gotten out of hand as he fell back in time.


Of the four Larkin kids back in Ireland, Tomas’s arms were most readily open to embrace Conor. Liam had to annoy the hell out of Tomas to get even pale recognition.


Liam believed the angels had smiled on him when Conor went to work at Mr. Lambe’s forge as an apprentice farrier and blacksmith. Now Liam alone could go up to the fields every day with his daddy, digging lazy beds, pulling rocks, planting, slaning turf, harvesting alongside.


From the age of nine he worked without complaint in fair or dirty weather until he was knackered, waiting only for that grand moment when Tomas would lay a hand on his shoulder and say, “There’s a good lad, now.” No boy worked for his reward more earnestly. “There’s a good lad,” and maybe even a rumple of the hair.


But his daddy’s gesture of recognition was soon submerged by the love he showed for Conor. Each day he and his daddy would trudge down from the fields, and at the village crossroads Conor would be waiting in his blacksmith leathers. Conor would run up to Tomas, who would swoop him up in his arms and ride him home on his shoulder.


His older sister, Brigid, and Dary, the baby, were not in the struggle for Tomas’s affection. As the sole daughter, Brigid belonged to her mother, who made her girl religious and acutely aware of sins of the flesh. Thus, Brigid was able to control those amorous moments with her sweetheart, Myles McCracken. Poor Myles had to bumble around, never being able to court Brigid properly because he was born with the gravest curse, no land to inherit. Finola was more than up to the task of keeping Brigid half daft with fear until Myles was forced from Ballyutogue to find work in Derry.


Whatever affection Brigid and Finola might have shown Liam was gone with the winds after Dary was born. The two women smothered Dary, fierce-like. Ma had the wee wane kneeling and making the sign before he could even walk properly, preening him for the priesthood from the day she popped him.


Tomas had one obsession and that was to keep Conor in Ballyutogue to inherit the Larkin acres as well as own the forge. Tomas raged against Conor’s equal obsession to read and dream of the world beyond Ballyutogue.


Their grandda Kilty, a Fenian hero, enchanted young Conor with the fires of Irish republicanism.


Conor wanted to go and Liam wanted nothing else but to stay and inherit the farm, but Liam was in no one’s plans. He was just an extra bowl at the table.


The Larkin house was divided in long-established Irish tradition. Conor alone loved everyone and fought everyone. He stood up for Brigid and Myles McCracken. He challenged Finola in making Dary a priest. And oh, the deep love between Conor and Tomas was as fierce as their never-ending warfare.


Aware of Liam’s awkwardness and shortcomings, Conor became his brother’s keeper, teaching him the ways of girls, playing football, drinking like a man, protecting him from unfair treatment by Finola and Tomas. Conor taught him how to use his fists. And Liam was awed how Conor stood up to everyone and more awed by his brilliance as a scholar.


“Oh, how I hated myself because I wasn’t you,” the Squire mumbled aloud.


All the early stuff with Rory were merely skirmishes. It broke into warfare the day that Conor left New Zealand and Rory began walking in his uncle’s footsteps.
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Rory awakened to instant remembrance. As he connected the threads of events, his groan filled the room. The light was gray. He hated dead light.


“There’s a lad,” Georgia whispered.


“Georgia. Thanks to God.”


He sat up on sheets wet from sweat and torn from clawing. It was difficult to hold his head straight, so he let it fall into his hands like a heavy boulder. “I never knew any kind of pain like this.”


“It’s called a broken heart, Rory.”


She sat beside him and pulled his head down onto her lap with the stern gentleness of a nurse.


“What’s going to happen to me? I don’t know how much I can take.”


“It’s near impossible to die of grief, even though you might long for it. God has worked out a blissful fog to envelop you. In a month, when you have accepted your uncle’s death, the fog will begin to lift, very slowly. Come each dawn, along with the stab of pain will come a new sliver of light. One morning you’ll wake up and life is on again, the pain has become manageable.”


“I can’t forget him.”


“No, but you’ll transfer him into a memory chamber. For a time he will come out by night and invade your dreams. Then even your dreams come under control. I’ve seen men off the battlefield with the life force and men without it. You’ll not go under.”


Georgia moved him to the armchair, stripped the bed and put on clean linens, ordered him on his stomach, and massaged him with alcohol.


“Glory! No one should have a body like yours,” she said slapping his bottom and ordering him to roll over. She set the bottle down and took him in hand and played with him until he responded.


“I’m in deep mourning. How can you be arousing me at a time like this?”


“Just checking to see if you’re still alive and if a sense of humor existed. Grief transformed to lust is not a matter to be overlooked.”


Rory suddenly got off the bed to curb his own rising passion and draped himself in a towel. Georgia fixed tea.


“Where do we start?” she asked.


“Hard to say. My da must have been squashed like a bug when he was a kid. He rarely talks of his past except for the occasional bitter reference. What drive he must have had to win the title of Squire and put the sign Ballyutogue Station over the arch of our gate. Powerful force, rage—but inside him, always inside him.”


“We all seem to spend the second half of our lives getting over the first half. That’s what the winners in this world lust for, to beat their parents’ ears back,” Georgia replied.


“My da can’t accept his own victory over Ireland and his father. It’s merciful that he’s such a strong Catholic. He can only venture so far into his own mind. When it starts to hurt too much he lights the old candle and takes the ‘mystery’ route. Strongly religious that he is, there is one black mark on him he can’t shake.”


“What black mark?”


“Me,” Rory answered. “My mother was four months’ pregnant when they secretly married. I was christened immediately and the records were altered to prove I was actually born nine months and two seconds after they exchanged vows.”


“But what’s it about? He loves your mother. He wanted to marry her.”


“My grandparents, the Hargroves, rained unmerciful damnation on them. I don’t know how to say it, Georgia, but I always knew there was something wrong about me.”


“Your father has never told you?”


“God no. He’d light a billion candles first.”


“How did you find out? How old were you?”


“Hurled in my teeth from a so-called friend when I was about eight. I learned it in a way that made me hide in a closet. What does it matter? When your mother and father perpetuate a lie, somewhere, somehow, sometime there is going to be a slip, or maybe I knew anyhow, an innate feeling I was born with. From the time I realized he had always looked at me differently, the child who had dishonored his mother by being born and whose secret must be kept from those in Ireland at all costs. We got along after my sisters came, but from the minute I really knew the truth, everything between us took on a double meaning.


“Da tried doing the sporting things with me, training the dogs, fishing, riding. Somehow, whatever we did together turned into a contest. Jesus, Georgia, I had to deliberately lose to him at checkers. Well, when Tommy came, things seemed better for a time…the legitimate heir had been born…hallelujah…. The sin of Rory’s birth was now buried…not atoned, but buried.”


The screen door banged with the wind. Georgia went to the porch where an invigorating breeze passed through. “Come on out, Rory,” she called. “It’s a rare night. Stars are coming up.”


They found the rockers. Rory put his feet on the rail and listened for a time to the sea and watched the breakers throw off sprinkling phosphorescence.


“My brother Tommy didn’t solve the problem. Tommy only enhanced it when my da realized he wasn’t much good for working anything larger than a potato patch.”


“He was forced to come back to you?”


“Cursed, because he had to have me. He saw me every day becoming more and more like my Uncle Conor.… Why are you so good to me, Georgia?” he asked suddenly.


“I’ve a long career of healing warriors.”


Rory took her hands. “I love you in a very strong way. I’d do anything in the world for you. Sometimes, I wish we could go out together in the daylight and take a ride up in the hills.”


“Ah, you wouldn’t want to be seeing me in full daylight. I’m more than slightly your senior.”


“You’re my beautiful friend. I wish I were more comfortable with our situation.”


“Those lady friends of yours. You want them to fall madly—madly and stomp out on them, like getting even with your parents?”


“Shyte, Georgia, you’re too bloody smart. Truth be known, you’re better than the lot of them combined.… I want to talk some more.”


“As long as you need.”


“My da was afraid Conor would infect me with Ireland, but Conor avoided telling me about it. He taught me about books and searching for love and the beauty of beauty. Your kind of beauty. You see, let me make myself clear…knowing that my uncle was such a splendiferous man I realized that if he was obsessed with Ireland, there must be something there that explains the mystery of life itself.”


“What was the lesson?”


“In order to be the most total human you’re capable of you must serve something other than yourself.”


“He must have been a melancholy man, too, to have Ireland as his mistress. Rory, I felt that patriotic once. Glory is tin. When the band stops playing the shooting begins. Soldiering or playing the patriot’s game is filthy and disgusting work, humiliating and boring, mutilating and inhuman….” Her voice trailed off to another continent. “During the Boer War, Kitchener—I was on his staff—ordered tens of thousands of women and children behind barbed wire at Bloemfontein—he called it a concentration camp—and while he burned down the countryside he neglected untold thousands of kids and their mothers and let them die of starvation and disease.”


“Like they did to us in Ireland.”


“‘Us’? Us?”


“I guess I said us, didn’t I?”


“What is taking you to battle is the same thing that drove me out of it. It is easy to make fun of a black man and paint him as an inferior and, God help me, I went for it. I believed in the empire. But in the Transvaal, Afrikaaners were white Christians being murdered by the most civilized white Christians in the world.”


“Like they’re doing in Ireland. That’s why Conor died.”


“You’ve got to get there, don’t you, Rory?”


“Aye.”


“Enlisting?”


“Aye.”


“What about your father? You’re not quite of age. If he stops you now, it could be a problem for you to join later.”


“I’m going up to the North Island. They say you don’t even need proof of age. If it doesn’t work there, I’ll get aboard a ship to Australia. Light horse cavalry regiments are forming up both places.”


“The way you ride you’ll end up being their colonel.”


“So long as it gets me on the road to Ireland. And yourself, Georgia?”


“No more war for me. I’ve seen too many young men never live to fill their promise. How many great men went, never knowing of their greatness? No more war for me. But I’m glad we passed each other by.”


“So you’re here, waiting for Dr. Norman. Or is that it?”


Georgia paled. “You’re too damned smart as well, Rory.”




“You weren’t happy when we met. Not the way you are now,” he said.


“Like all places of great beauty, when you see the South Island from a distance, you must say, this is the place. That’s what I said. Peace is here. But up close, we all have pimples on our arses. Behind the hymn singers and pulpit thumpers of Christchurch are some sanctimonious savages. Knock on any door…but you know that, Rory. You’ve knocked on a few of them these days yourself.”


“Don’t tell me your old man played around on you. Not on you, Georgia.”


“With a minister’s wife, among others.”


“Bleeding Jesus, a preacher’s wife!”


“Tight-arsed and wearing a quivering potted plant on her head. The tip of her nose wiggled when she talked, like there was a fly on it.”


“I don’t understand it. Not to a woman like you. Georgia, you’ve forgotten more about loving a man than any woman knows. You were just too much for him to handle, that’s what.”


“He never found out what I could give him. And he was no Rory Larkin. Once I was collected and in place, loving him was like trying to love a preening peacock.”


“But a woman like you…”


“Men like Calvin Norman are only interested in the head count. Numbers to stroke his vanity. Conquest of no-matter-who reassures his virility. Have any idea how many desperate women fling themselves on a doctor during an intimate examination? Well now, I’m asking the wrong lad. You’re doing a bit of head hunting as well. All of you like it when the girl says, ‘Let’s go to it.’ Few refuse.”


“Now wait a minute. I’m generally faithful to you,” Rory blurted. “That’s not what I meant to say. I meant to say, if you were mine, I wouldn’t be doing that. But you aren’t mine and it’s almost as if you want me to go out and find women so I won’t think of you as a jealous sort. Right, love?”




“I’d never put pressure on you. I can’t because I’m married. I wouldn’t because I’d run you off.”


Rory reached for her, but she backed up a bit, out of reach and their rocking chairs stopped.


“Anyhow,” she went on, “he got his cheap thrills with a minister’s wife. Afterward he used up all the hot water taking baths to clean the itch off his skin.”


“Want him back?”


“When the war came I gave him amnesty,” she lied, almost spilling the secret. “Stitching up men with their guts hanging out and cutting off arms and legs could have a positive effect on him about what really matters.”


“Had your husband been straight with you, would we have happened?”


“No,” she answered. “I’ve seen my share of glorious bodies. There was one boy I loved desperately who died in the Boer War. The few other lovers until Calvin were part of growing up in the colonial service. I’ve never been cynical. I’ve cared for them all. It was what it was, but I neither lied nor cheated.”


“Were they all bad numbers in the end?”


“They were soldiers. I was a nurse. And boys will be boys. But, the fact of the matter was, it was I who wanted to be free. I settled on Calvin because he was part of the illusion of the South Island.”


“Could you have loved me?” Rory asked suddenly.


“Don’t be foolish. We’re an odd couple.”


“We’re not that odd,” Rory said. “Could you have loved me?”


Georgia shrugged. “It’s a moot question. We are uncomplicated. I want it to stay that way.”


“I’ve been thinking,” Rory said, “of the three things I’ll miss the most. I’ll miss the Ballyutogue Station and I’ll miss RumRunner, and yourself as well.”


“I’m in fine company,” she said. “Now, go find your wars.”


Rory suddenly lifted her into his arms, and she was not precisely weightless. He edged the screen door open with his toe first, then his backside, and carried her to the bedroom. Georgia did not stop screaming and laughing and beating at his shoulders until he dumped her on the bed.


Then, he wrapped himself around her to still her like a calf he had just roped and they grabbed each other’s hair and exploded into a new furious kind of lovemaking that told each they both had held back words, thoughts, commitments. The raw rush of man and woman answered it all.






















Part Two


The Visit
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County Galway, Ireland, 1881


The door on the tenant’s cottage had been posted with a cholera notice. Atty held Jack Murphy’s hand so hard it hurt as he gingerly shoved open the forbidden door. Atty was seven. Jack Murphy, the foreman’s son, was fourteen.


Their eyes played over a misery. Four wanes, all under ten years of age, lay moaning or beyond the strength to moan in a fogged, then comatose, crawl toward death. A thin voice of desperate prayer from their mother was the only pointless tad of hope.


The entire village was stricken, as was much of the region. The mother’s prayer was interrupted by her sharp hack from the tuberculosis. Atty knelt before the children laid out on a mattress of bog peat before the fire.


“God has abandoned us,” the farmer’s wife said. “You shouldn’t be bringing her up here in the heather.”


Atty turned loose from Jack and felt the children’s faces, then smiled at the smallest wane, who managed a smile back. Atty held the child’s hand until he passed on to death. She stood and went outside, her mouth in a vise grip as the sounds of sobs and wails mixed with prayers and preparations for yet another wake and burial.


Jack was about to say that they had better leave but was stunned speechless by the incredibly ferocious expression in Atty’s eyes. He had not seen the likes of it, ever. The fires lit in Atty would burst in fury all her life, like sunspots flaring into space.


It became apparent in a few years that she would be the sole inheritor of the Barony of Lough Clara, a landowning family institution of County Galway dating back nearly three centuries.


It was also apparent that she loved Jack Murphy and would love no one else, forever. As the foreman’s son, Jack had a privileged social position among the Catholics on the enormous estate. He had fetched the doctor for Atty’s birth and watched over her ever since.


Lord Charles Royce-Moore was not disconsolate at being unable to produce a proper male heir. Atty was as capable as any man and her willpower was of the stuff that made empires. She would do all right by Lough Clara.


His feelings for Atty ran deeper than any frantic efforts for continuity. In fact, somewhat the opposite. The summation of his family’s generations in Ireland disturbed him: After three centuries, they were still strangers in a strange land.


The defining event of his own life had been the potato famine in the late 1840s and early 1850s. For the first few years of the crop failure he bore witness to the sweeping scythe of death littering the fields with starved corpses, their mouths green from eating grass…then came the typhoid and TB and the mass flights from Ireland, many on infamous death ships.


All of this was too harsh for a young lad of the gentry, so he and most of the family sat out the great hunger in the more hospitable atmosphere of England. In order to save the barony, Lord Charles’s father shipped off every head of cattle to England rather than go on a plan to share food with the peasants.


Charles returned to Lough Clara eventually, but his innards were too soft to further invoke the harsh rule when he ascended to baron and lord of the manor.




Baron Royce-Moore did what most of the Anglo landed gentry did, let his estate drift into an unkempt and undirected holding. While many of his class went under, he was skillful enough to keep the lifestyle grand and the manor house stocked with vintage cognac, mainly through his horse-breeding operation. At the same time he socked away enough in London to be able to have that city as his eventual retreat, living out his days in the comfort of a plush leather chair in some fine club.


Shrewd consolidation of the barony would afford Atty and a husband of her choice a handsome way of life and the continuation of the aristocracy for at least another generation. Charles would be long gone and really didn’t give a damn what happened after Atty took over. She could reinvoke the ugly edicts necessary for large profit or simply get rid of the estate, as she wished.


In 1884, when Atty was ten, she was whisked off to schools in Switzerland, then London, considerable continental travel, and a “rounding out” of a proper lady, often in the company of her mother. They occasioned themselves at Lough Clara only during the summers. At first Atty did not protest, but every time she returned she fell in love with Jack Murphy all over again. More and more Jack recognized the rage of sunspots flaring off her angry star, but he didn’t recognize that some of her passion was aimed at him. Because Atty was very young and there was a substantial age difference between her and Jack, the relationship resembled older brother to little sister. They made many extended horse excursions into the lunarscape of Connemara and along the sea.


But there was more to it than Atty and Jack just enjoying themselves. What soon seemed deeper and more important than winning Jack’s love was what she saw—the destitution of the peasants. Aye, her fury over their bottomless agony became stronger than any personal feeling toward another human being.


Atty simply leapt over the awkward years when one’s teeth usually required straightening or the skin was sprinkled with spots. She left Lough Clara as a girl of ten and returned as a completed young lady of thirteen, erect, a full glorious body, and a face of chilled beauty. She made no attempt at the games of coquetry, for there was no nonsense in her, no time for the frivolous things that amused her mother and her mother’s circle. The male hunt occupied them…the gossip…the next ball. The girl was an off-horse, too serious and too determined. Her mother wondered, to what end?


Atty chopped off the heads of the parade of suitors with a belittling quick glare. Moreover, she was tall as most men and a specimen to intimidate them. She became comfortable with her ability to keep the eager lads in step and exercised that power without pity. There were no backside slappers and sneaky pinchers pursuing that one.


Atty’s escapes from Mother’s inane pursuits were her great escapades to Jack Murphy’s cottage. Jack’s father, as estate foreman, had been able to see to a fine education for all his children. Jack had been schooled by the Christian Brothers in Galway and he responded with a keen love and grasp of the classics. He would read to Atty or play the guitar with winged fingers and sing out phrases of poetry he had set to his own music. Jack was a dandy-looking lad, for sure, and never at a loss for female company. He loved them all a little but never too strongly, never so he might fall into the Irish mating trap. Not a lass could put the bell around his neck.


This was fine with Atty. It would give her time to blossom to that point where she would be noticed by him as something other than his little friend. Then she could end her long silence and make her feelings known. In Atty’s sixteenth summer she studied herself in the mirror and declared herself ready. She seldom asked but often commanded. With Jack Murphy she knew she had to be clever. He was a full-grown man of twenty-three edging toward a life decision.




Over the years the two had developed a physical relationship, that of buddies, a pair of mates up for a little horseplay and “innocent” wrestling. Atty would always break it off and leave before her sighs and outright panting of passion gave her away. Now sixteen, she was satisfied she could elicit the same feelings from him. Setting the scene carefully, after a gallop, she jumped him in the hayloft of the barn.


“I’m still your master!” he roared.


Her legs parted and her pelvis rolled about searching for what had made her vastly curious to feel. She found it and rocked back and forth. Jack’s trying to hide it failed, and it began to grow and search for her. Atty, sitting on him, loosened the buttons of her blouse. Jack held her off and crawled away.


“Jaysus,” he said, “I think you’ve grown a bit too much for us to go on with our kid games.”


Atty grabbed his hand as he came to his feet. “Or maybe I’ve blossomed enough to start a real game.”


Jack knew that Atty would always be direct and he had learned never to be at a loss. This was different. He held out a hand for her to halt, then sat beside her. “If we rolled around in past summers it was all for the sport. I never meant to lure you into temptation.”


“To hell with that, Jack. Let’s let our feelings do what they may,” she said.


“We can’t, luv.”


“I can do anything I want,” she responded.


“You’re a young woman now and all kinds of new sensations are churning up inside you. We’re very good pals, the best ever, and I’m familiar to you. That makes you comfortable with me. However, I’m just not the lad you should be experimenting with. You’ll easily find the young man you’re meant to do these things with.”


“I don’t like any of them, Jack. You know that. I hate almost all of them and what their fathers and my father have done to this place.”




“Well, now, just because you hate someone doesn’t mean he isn’t the right fellow. Besides, Atty, some of those young suitors are rather decent sorts. Only problem is, you don’t give them half a chance. When you look at them in that blood-curdling manner you can put on, I can see them shrink down to midgets before my very eyes.”


Atty pouted.


“You can have any of those fellows you want when the time comes.”


She opened her blouse. Jack reddened and closed it. “I’m not your man, only a little girl’s fantasy gone amok. Let us not go into all the reasons this isn’t right. I’ve only got one suit, Atty, and that was passed to me by my da and I’ll probably pass it to my son.”


“That’s not true,” she snapped. “We are exactly suited. It is in every line of poetry you write and every song you sing. Jack, you and I together can do something about all this wretchedness here.”


“But I see you as my sister and always will.”


“I’m not leaving this barn as a virgin,” she all but commanded.


“The only way you’re going to lose your virginity here now is by a good spanking.”


As the summer wore on, Atty measured the situation. To flirt? To set up an accidental injury from a fall off a horse far out in the hillsides with him? To pout and rant?


She concluded Jack meant his words and decided it was better to go on as loving friends than not go on at all.


At the summer’s end, she returned to London and he caught a ship out of Galway, another son of Ireland who had to seek a life away from his country.
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Ballyutogue, County Donegal, Ireland, 1885


“The dray is all loaded, Mr. Lambe,” Conor said.


Josiah Lambe, the blacksmith of Ballyutogue, both upper village of the Catholics and lower village of the Protestants, checked the donkey cart his apprentice boy had loaded. “Is that charcoal box secure?”


“Aye. Why are we bringing our own coal?”


“The coal they use at Hubble Manor couldn’t build up enough fire to light my pipe.”


The cart sagged, a wheel going down in the mud. “Jaysus,” Conor said, “looks like we got the entire forge on the dray.”


“Aye, we’ll be working at the manor for ten days.”


“Hope we don’t bust an axle.”


Mr. Lambe surveyed, grunted, and took a few extra pieces off to lighten the load. That apprentice of his was a gift. And what a touch he had twisting iron at the anvil.


“Hitch up the team, Conor lad. Did you tell your ma you wouldn’t be home till after dark?”


“Aye, I did.”


Mr. Lambe pinned a note to the front door:




WORKING AT THE MANOR. LEAVE YOUR WORK OR A NOTE FOR ME INSIDE. WE’LL OPEN AT FIVE TOMORROW MORNING IF ANY OF YOUR NAGS NEED SHOES.





 


“Take off your filthy boots,” the second assistant housekeeper of the manor commanded with all the authority vested in her. She led them into the Long Hall of Hubble Manor, a massive room well over a hundred feet long and half as tall. The place reverberated with activity: window cleaners washing the stained glass; painters, polishers, brick repairmen, carpenters in organized frenzy to prepare the pre-Cromwellian navelike space for some very important event.


The second assistant housekeeper led them toward a knot of people all trying to get the attention of a woman in their midst.


Conor Larkin’s twelve-and-a-half-year-old eyes became locked on her powerfully. She was neither tall nor short, but quite erect…but not erect in a stiff aristocratic way…bouncy, like a very beautiful girl balancing a pail of milk on her head with ease. Her hair was the most silken golden shimmering mane he had ever seen, and it flew, just so, at half speed when she turned it. And Jaysus! The top of her dress was like nothing in the upper village. It was all open and showed rounded parts of the gorgeous things tucked under a line of lace…and a sweet smell from her almost put him in a trance.


“Excuse me, m’lady,” the second assistant housekeeper said with the humility of her station. “Mr. Lambe has arrived.”


“Mr. Lambe?”


“The blacksmith.”


“Oh yes, how do you do, Mr. Lambe?”


He nodded in a semibow and elbowed Conor to stop gawking and bow likewise. “Me assistant, young Conor Larkin.”


“You’re staring at me, Master Larkin.”




“Aye, you’re very beautiful.”


Mr. Lambe groaned and ordered Conor to unload the dray. “Sorry about that, Countess. Catholic lad, you know. Sometimes they’re a bit short on manners up in the heather.”


“Actually, I thought he was disarmingly charming. Isn’t he rather young to be an apprentice boy?”


“They start ’em young. They have to. This lad has the magic of the faeries at the forge.”


“Well now, Mr. Lambe. Lord Hubble and I were suddenly recalled from our honeymoon, no less.”


“Oh now, that’s a pity.”


“One must get used to the ways of the west. It seems that politics hereabouts has number one priority…after an heir is produced. However, his lordship and myself have hardly had the time to accomplish that, so it’s politics with a capital P.”


Mr. Lambe liked her. No snot about her. She had a gist, a pleasant gist, a smart woman who would get you to work your arse off for her, he thought.


“We were returned from paradise because it seems like Charles Stewart Parnell’s victory in the election has caused a panic. Lord Randolph Churchill is landing at Larne, perhaps at this very moment, to rally our loyal Protestant forces against the pending Irish Home Rule Bill. A final rally will take place here in the Long Hall. The great screen is very unsteady and my blacksmith is shorthanded.”


The manor’s blacksmith, Mr. Leland, was born shorthanded, Mr. Lambe thought.


Lady Caroline continued. “I trust you can help him shore it up so that it won’t be a safety hazard.”


Mr. Lambe studied it. Once it had been most likely the greatest single example of wrought iron in Ireland, if not the world. Fires, explosions, and all those things that came with the insurrections had taken their toll. He went over it with Mr. Leland and reckoned it could be made safe in a few weeks.




“Good, that is how long it is going to take Lord Churchill to talk his way across Ulster.”


Each night when the workmen had cleared out, Lady Caroline inspected the day’s progress. Often as not, Mr. Lambe’s apprentice boy, the Harkin or O’Leary lad—whatever his name was—would still be there staring at the screen. He’d inspect it from a few inches’ distance, running his fingertips over the more circuitous parts and speaking to himself. The boy was obviously taken by the work.


A fortnight went by and the lad’s fascination had not waned.


“Master Harkin,” she said one evening late.


“Larkin, ma’am, Conor Larkin.”


“You always seem to be the last one to leave.”


“I hope you don’t mind, ma’am. Mr. Lambe leaves me one of his horses to ride home.”


“What is it that you find so awesome in this tangle of iron?”


“It was the masterpiece of Jean Tijou, the greatest man who ever put a hammer on a hot piece of iron.”


“You know about this screen? Its history?”


“Aye. It’s legend. I mean, the legends are really old schanachie tales. Our schanachie, Daddo Friel, he’s near blind now…. Anyhow, he told me about this screen for hours on end.”


“That’s fascinating. Care to share your secrets?”


“Oh, you know how it is. Most schanachie stories are pretty wild…they shoot them past you like comets. Just old stories.”


“I insist.”


“No, ma’am.”


“I insist.”


“Well, it might not be to your liking.”


“I insist.”


“It is an utter paradox,” Conor said, “how the most beautiful work of its kind could be used for the most cruel…”


“Go on. I was born in Belfast. I do know my Irish history.”




“During the insurrection of seventeen hundred and fifteen, a local rising, the earl at that time imprisoned three hundred and fifty women and children behind the screen as hostages. The rest is not too important.”


“They died?”


“Something like that. Probably a faerie’s tale.”


“Yes,” she said rather harshly, “the schanachies can be frightful liars. Anyhow, Londonderry seems to be filled with tales I’ll need catching up on.”


Conor’s cheeks turned crimson. Daddo Friel does not lie, he thought angrily! And it’s not Londonderry…it’s Derry.


“Well, perhaps some day in the future, when you are older and have earned your ironmaster certification, you can work on a full restoration of the screen.”


“Yes, ma’am,” he replied without enthusiasm.


“Anyhow, just make certain it doesn’t fall down on Lord Churchill’s head.”


Oh, if it would only collapse and squish Randolph Churchill like an ugly bug, Conor thought.


“You see,” she said backing off a bit, “Lord Churchill is very important….”


“I know who he is. He’s no friend of Charles Stewart Parnell.”


Conor and Lady Caroline had nothing to say to each other after that. However, once or twice a day, and sometimes even more often, there was a direct look from one to the other and sometimes it lasted for several seconds.


 


Conor Larkin’s dearest friend, Seamus O’Neill, was born as an afterthought, the scrapings of the pot. With a family of more than enough O’Neill men to work their fields, young Seamus had a childhood of exceptional leisure. For an Irish mother, no greater pleasure in life could come than spoiling the youngest son. To his credit, Seamus did not spend his time creating mischief as he might, but rather enriching his everlasting and deep and monumental friendship with Conor—who was also his hero, because Conor was destined to become a great republican fighter like all the Larkin men and particularly Conor’s grandfather Kilty, God rest his soul.


When the new national school opened in Ballyutogue for the villages around, Seamus talked his parents into letting him enroll. Being one of three Catholics in a roomful of Protestants and being the runt of the litter had its disadvantages.


Although the teacher, Mr. Andrew Ingram, was a Scottish Presbyterian, he was an enlightened man who would tolerate no bigotry within his eyesight. Mr. Ingram was fast to realize that Seamus was his best student and supplied the boy with books that would otherwise be inaccessible. Moreover, he tutored Seamus to fill the boy’s longing to become a writer.


Seamus had protection outside the schoolyard if he could make it to Mr. Lambe’s forge close by. When chased, he would scurry to his eternal friend Conor for help.


Finally, the boys made a pact. Seamus would teach Conor to read and write and Conor would teach Seamus to fight. It was difficult going for both of them in the beginning, but when Seamus punched the school bully bloody and Conor conquered the first primer, their battle was won.


Conor now had access to books, and the worlds they told of that he never dreamed he would know. A magic planet burst open. Each school day Seamus ran to the forge and when Conor closed it down the two would go off to their secret place near the old Norman keep to explore their new world beyond Ballyutogue.


It was not only of places and things they read, but great ideas. Mr. Ingram exposed them to Thomas Paine and assured them that all the signers of the American Declaration of Independence were Presbyterians. They were sure as hell different than the Ulster Presbyterians, Seamus thought.




Conor was a wizard, soon caught up to and passing Seamus. Suddenly, something went haywire with Conor. After he and Mr. Lambe had worked at Hubble Manor fixing the screen, Conor seemed suddenly to lose interest in books and just about everything else. His mind drifted away from republican matters, which was very disconcerting to Seamus. After a week of it, Seamus rebelled.


“Your face looks like the potato mush at the bottom of me ma’s crock, Conor. What’s the matter with you!”


“Nothin’.”


“Is your ma pregnant again?”


“Christ, no, praise Mary.”


“Then what’s wrong with you?”


“Ugh, forget it.”


“Ah shyte, Conor, you’re a blister, that’s wot!”


“If it is that evident then maybe I’d better confide in you, but this is even more sacred a secret than the confessional, understand? If you ever breathe a word about what I am about to tell you, I’ll really kill you.”


“When,” Seamus protested, “have I ever betrayed a confidence? Name me just one time!”


“Then hold up your right hand.”


Seamus did, proudly.


“Do you swear on your republican honor that this is our eternal secret?”


“Aye, I do. Have you killed somebody?”


“Christ, no. I’m in love with Caroline Hubble.”


“Caroline Hubble! You’ll not live to see another harvest harboring thoughts like that! This one time, you’d better go to confession.”


“That’s the last place I’d tell.”


“I mean, really in love with her?”


“Aye, deeply, fiercely, tenderly. I think about her all the time and these wonderful sensations just shoot through me. I think about her before I fall asleep and you know what happens down there.”


“Jaysus!”




“I’ll tell you something. I see her look at me, too. Now, maybe she’s not in love with me or anything but I know that she wants to tell me something. I know that!”


“You ain’t got nothing she’s looking for.”


“Yeah, it’s crazy-like,” Conor agreed. “I’ll just have to get over it.”


“And fast-like. Suppose the utterly worst thing happened. In a trance induced by the faeries, she was to fall in love with you, despite the vast difference in your ages. And suppose she took you into a secret room and you and her did it. I mean really did it and while you were doing it, the viscount walked in and caught youse! Oh boy! Protestants would be rioting all over the world! And they’d take her out to the Guildhall Square in Derry and march her up to the chopping block like Anne Boleyn and hoick off her head, or maybe they’d burn her at the stake like Joan of Arc…and as for you, croppy boy, they’d draw and quarter you with four horses and hang your head up on a pike and every Protestant would come for miles just to spit on it…and she’d haunt Hubble Manor walking around whooing with her head tucked under her arm and all the potatoes in the fields would rot again and there’d be another famine because of your foul lust!”


“All right, all right. I’ve forgotten about her!”


“You swear!”


“Aye, I swear. I’ve forgotten about her.”


Seamus sighed in relief at having waylaid his best friend on a certain path to self-destruction. “I don’t believe you,” he said at last.
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Secret Files of Winston Churchill, Covering 1885


General Recollections Regarding Ireland


I recall my introduction to Ireland with utter clarity. I was twelve at the time and one is not apt to forget when he first learns he was almost born out of wedlock. I have often pondered if the lifelong strangeness and standoffishness that existed between my father and myself had anything to do with his adventures with my mother before their marriage. And, his adventures with other women after their marriage until his untimely death due to syphilis.


The trauma of learning of my “premature” arrival and my trip to Ireland came at the same time, near my twelfth birthday. Ireland was England’s quasi-bastard, and I had similar status in my own family.


Lord Randolph’s journey over the Irish Sea to Ulster fit into his relentless drive to become prime minister. My father had an issue of great urgency and popularity to be exploited; namely, he was out to stop the Irish Home Rule legislation that had been introduced into Commons by Charles Stewart Parnell and his new Irish Party.


I was to accompany him, and I suspect I was a good stage prop because the Ulster Protestant family unit was considered a blessing, in contrast to the popular platitude that “the Catholic family unit was a curse.”


If my father could generate enough support in Ulster to turn back the Irish Home Rule Bill, he calculated it might bring about the downfall of the Gladstone government. This would put him in line for a high-ranking cabinet ministry in the new government as well as making him the leader in Commons. Thus he would be first in line to become the next prime minister.


The Orange Order, a fanatical Protestant fraternal lodge, and my father’s ally, the Unionist Party of Ulster, were there to greet us at Larne with a banner and band. We were to traverse Ulster in the private train of their leading industrialist, Sir Frederick Weed, a bluff bully of a chap but rather likable.


Onward we clickety-clacked over our loyal province…Portadown…Armagh…Dungannon…speaking to ever growing throngs of men wearing bowler hats and orange sashes, generally in a state of frenzy. It was at Lurgan that Lord Randolph pressed their nerve with the battle cry, “Ulster will fight and Ulster will be right.”


Our finale was a great hall in a stately home outside Londonderry belonging to the Earl of Foyle and his son Roger Hubble, the Viscount Coleraine. Londonderry was the sacred city of the Protestants, a sort of Rome, Mecca, and Jerusalem rolled into one.


On this occasion at Hubble Manor my father went beyond himself. “You gallant comrades in Western Ulster stand on the forwardmost rampart of our great imperial adventure and you must not falter. I dare you to hold these walls as your ancestors held them three centuries ago. There are two Irelands in spirit, in religion, and in reality. The Ireland which is loyal to the Crown must remain in the Empire.” And then it came…Rudyard Kipling’s latest…“Sail on, oh ship of state, sail on, oh Union great…Shall Ulster from Britain sever? By the God who made us, never!”


I shall remember this speech for gentler things. Roger Hubble was also the son-in-law of Sir Frederick Weed, having recently married his daughter, Caroline. Even at my young age, standing in short trousers and school cap, I felt my first understanding of male passion. I had never seen so exquisite a woman.


For myself, at the age of twelve, I was privy, for the first time, to the private dialogue and strategies of men of great influence. Hearing my father’s words and watching their effect upon the crowd…playing with cadence and key phrases was a lesson long remembered.


This was my introduction to the private and public use of power.


Although I loved my father, we spent little time together. This trip to Ulster, where he played his famous “Orange card” was to be our longest visit. He was a strange and erratic aristocrat, driven to seek power. Most of the other times we shared as father and son were strange, yes bizarre, little tours through the fleshpots of London where he seemed to receive deviant thrills watching freak shows, many of weird sexual content.


On our overnight trip from Belfast back to England he felt a strong desire to come to my cabin and explain to me the meaning of Ireland in the life of England. I was playing with my box of toy soldiers, which always accompanied me, setting up a tactical exercise while Lord Randolph was in his usual posture of finishing up his whiskey.


“The English people has made its mark on mankind as a great people. Through exploration, conquest, the plantation of loyal subjects in our colonies, trade and spreading our cultural benefits and legal superiority have made us the greatest nation in mankind’s history.”


There was nothing there to disagree with at the age of twelve.


“England is an island,” he continued, “and in order to maintain our greatness we are dependent on our seafaring power, both commercially and militarily. Our sea lanes are our blood lines.”




He asked me if I understood, and when put the way he stated it, it was quite clear to me.


“Ireland is a mass of destitute rocks. Its only importance is vis-à-vis England. Well then, we cannot allow a smaller or lesser people to threaten our position in the world.


“Winston,” he said, turning blunt, “the Irish are a backward people with no right to deny England its destiny. It is England’s right and England’s duty to protect England’s vital interests and thus, we must govern Ireland to protect ourselves.”


He went on to say that the planting of a population loyal to the Crown in Ulster protected the Crown’s interests.


Never failing to arouse himself on the subject, even after some fifty speeches over the Province of Ulster, he came to his feet.


“What we are dealing with is the fact that the Irish are hostile people who have rejected all overtures to unite with us, as have the Scots and Welsh. Ireland’s only purpose for self-government is to bring disaster on us, and we cannot permit that to happen.”


The rough sea sent my father back to his couch, emptying his bottle and mumbling a comment about Countess Caroline Hubble’s bosom.


I returned to my toy soldiers, sharing my father’s thoughts.
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1890


A lesser girl than Atty would have taken Jack Murphy’s emigration as a personal rebuff. Atty refused to be humiliated. She came to her decisions only after great consideration and pondering. Once she made them, they remained fast. Her emotions, shaped by her own truths, were set in concrete.


Atty made two life decisions by the age of sixteen. She hated the injustice of the British rule and she loved Jack Murphy. Both decisions were logical to her and both inseparable.


Jack’s departure was soothed somewhat by kindly letters from rare and exotic surrounding places…Tampico…Bora Bora…Christchurch…Monrovia…Montevideo.


“I do love you, Atty,” Jack Murphy wrote, “but not in the mating way. Even if I had the right to love you with physical passion in mind, it still might not be possible. Too many things we came into the world with have frayed our tapestry from the beginning. We might as well have been born, you in India and me in Argentina, there are so many differences between us.


“To be utterly honest, there is you, Atty, who is the real difference. You are so soft and beautiful to look upon, yet so hard and frightening to know. You are bitter, Atty, determined to throw your life into changing an unchangeable world. The odds you have placed on reaching your goals are insurmountable. While I adore your courage and determination, I don’t adore my own that much. I know I could never be a proper partner for you in such a venture. I seek much less from life. You are too strong for me, Atty, and I dare say you are too strong for almost any man, for he must be willing to subvert himself to your insatiable drive.


“Only myself sees that inner rage in you now, but soon all of Ireland will know about it. Nae, all the world. Do I make any sense to you at all? Now I close as I opened this letter. I love you, but not in that way.”


Was Jack Murphy too weak for her or simply too wise? He knew her truths and said he could not match them. It was an elegant rebuff. He called himself a quitter. Nonetheless, Atty felt anger with her pain. Why couldn’t Jack hold up? Or was it all just his way of saying he didn’t really love her?


After her seventeenth birthday, Atty announced to her parents that she was not returning to London for further schooling but was off to Dublin instead.


“Is this an advisement or a consultation?” her father asked.


“I’ve made my decision, Father. Seek whatever justifications you need.”


There was no call going into all that trash about disinheriting her, Charles Royce-Moore wisely concluded. It was a small miracle he was able to keep her close for seventeen years. “I suppose,” he said, “that you are intent on joining this Gaelic mutiny going on in Dublin.”


“I’m not all that certain.”


“Well, since Parnell,” he said, trying to manage not to make a mock spit, “the clans have been gathering to run the Anglo rascals out with a new birth of ancient Celtic tribalism. Gaelic sports, Gaelic literature, and all those bloody newspaper articles—how in the name of the Almighty did this one little place sprout so many writers? They’re like mushrooms growing wild near a moldy swamp.”




“Perhaps it is because you have made Ireland a moldy swamp,” she answered.


“Can we negotiate?” her father said candidly.


“One does not negotiate with the English without getting buggered,” she replied, only half joking.


“I’ve watched you wander among the lepers for years,” he said. “I’ve had my moments of great consternation. More than once I’ve asked myself, what the hell are we doing here? Well, I was born here. My estate is out there. Things have been done a certain way for centuries and despite a pang of conscience now and then, I have always known I could not change things.”


“That’s a very pleasant line of justification for picking the Irish carcass clean in a most hideous way. Your class—”


“Our class, Atty.”


“Your class,” she continued, “has reduced these people to the most destitute in Western civilization. Their larder is empty,” she said.


“That’s a fact. The time of the estates is coming to an end. Although it is all beyond my reach, there must be a supplanting of new ideas, the kind that you are up to. Look here, my velvet collar has turned shiny. I’m not going to keep up the pretense, and I know you won’t, either. This is a shabby place, growing shabbier.”


“I will say, Father, that you have been better than some.”


“I shall not turn against my class, Atty. The radical goings-on in Dublin are beyond me, yet I see a time coming when we will completely fade from the landscape. I suggest there will be very few Irish tears shed for us when we leave. Now, do you want to listen to my proposition or not?”


Atty loved her father almost as much as she despised his class. Is it more evil to be aware of his evil and not do anything about it? Most of his goodfellows accepted the fortunate circumstances of their inheritances without a ha’penny of guilt. Sneering down on the inferior croppy Irish justified the exploitation. At least her father did not do that.




“Here is my proposal. As you know by your study of the estate books, I have transferred a decent sum to London to see out your mother’s and my days. I am quite provincial myself and am actually very fond of Ireland. Yet, I cannot bear the thought of doing my declining years in a townhouse in Dublin. Dublin is seedy. A few stone facades scarcely cover a shantytown soggy with all those pubs and their bad poets. I am going to retire to the comfort of London. You have my major sins on the table—my class loyalty, my inability to change the world.


“The estate is in rather decent order,” he continued. “Murphy and my land agents have done an admirable job in the framework in which they’ve been allowed to operate. We have tried not to inflict too much more pain on our tenants. I have set aside a tidy little trust for you to conclude your education, which you now reject. So, go to Dublin and use this money to keep yourself. All I ask is that you indulge your mother now and then and let her give a few parties a year so you can examine and guillotine her newest collection of eligible suitors.”


“No, Daddy, you want more. Now what is it?”


“Atty, for seventeen you are a monster. All right, then. By the time you reach your twenty-first birthday, the barony will be yours whether I survive or not. You have to promise me that you’ll keep things in balance with Murphy. Once Mother and I die, you can do with it what you will.”


“Why the wait, Father?”


“I want to live in London as a retired member of the gentry and not as some sort of traitor.”


Atty’s answer would be quick—in five years she would be able to make of Lough Clara what she had dreamed of doing since she was a child.


“Meanwhile, join the bloody rising,” he finished.


“I agree, Father. Lough Clara will still bear the family crest until you and Mother die. I hope that won’t be for a long time. But understand what I’m doing in Dublin.”




“Oh hell, we all know that. You see, Atty, I have known all along what I am and cannot be otherwise or even pretend to be otherwise. The potato famine turned me into a lump instead of a crusader. I was happy when I was called off to do my naval duty and did not want to return to Lough Clara. But I did, and I did nothing new or stunning, only what was expected of me. I am an Englishman and all that implies, good and bad. I’ll stand aside for you. Let me have my dignity.”


Tender kisses from Atty had been hard to come by. He treasured this one.


“And now, willful, wonderful, wise, angry Atty, allow me to offer you one piece of advice.”


“Of course, Father.”


“Forget about Jack Murphy.”


“I can’t and I won’t.”


“You’re far too strong for him. Forgive me for saying this, Atty, but you’re far too strong for any man I’ve met. But Jack Murphy will not be ground under and unless you can reach an accommodation with him, as you just have with me, then you will grind him under.”


“And if he doesn’t come back? No one else will have me?”


“No one else can hold you, Atty. Unless…and I find this highly unlikely…you fall in love so desperately that you completely lose yourself.”


“What do you believe?”


“I told you. Find an accommodation with Jack or someone, a way you can live together without great passion or great desire to destroy each other. You see, my girl, the man who can make my Atty lose herself does not exist. Be British in this instance. Make an accommodation.”
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1890


Lord Randolph Churchill had come. The Long Hall of Hubble Manor was packed. Every member of the landed gentry and aristocracy west of Westport and north of Athlone had come. All men of the cloth who were the inheritors of the Reformation had come. Every loyalmost of the loyalmost, the Orange Grandmasters, had come. Beribboned veterans of the Queen’s loyal Ulster regiments had come. And their women.


Shivering from Charles Stewart Parnell’s smashing victory and fearing for their continuation in isolated Londonderry, they heard the archconservative of England play his Orange card. His voice, couched in words to reach beyond the wall and over the sea to Parliament, took dead aim at intimidation of the Liberal Party.


His young son Winston sopped it up for future reference. His father had splayed the unsuspecting foe, broken their ranks, left them reeling.


It was also the first successful adventure of the partnership of Western Ulster, defended by Roger Hubble and the Belfast establishment controlled by Sir Frederick Weed. Between them now, they had a lock on the province’s political direction. Their relationship was consummated by the marriage of Caroline Weed to Roger Hubble. Churchill at Long Hall became one of the most consequential events in the history of Ulster. The moment was a culmination of two different men with two different careers suddenly and daringly merged.


Weed was the bully Scotsman, an entrepreneur in an age of British entrepreneurship. The self-made magnate whose mighty industrial plant was now laying the hulls for steel ships of up to ten thousand tons. The rail king with his Red Hand Express engine and personal train, the envy of every South American dictator and Indian maharajah. Steel from his mills spun the rails that eighty percent of Ireland’s trains ran on. He had accomplished it all, by God, with his great derring-do.


His bastion of Belfast, unfortunately, was the only place where the British had made substantial investments. It stood unique on an Irish landscape bereft of manufacturing. Manned with loyal Protestant workers, Belfast was the solitary enclave of enterprise.


Out on the land, the days of the great estates were ending. Since the potato famine, the gentry had been reduced to tattered curtains and mumbled their pledges to the Crown by rote.


Viscount Roger Hubble, the pending Earl of Foyle, proved an exception. He snatched the earldom from his bumbling father, pensioned him off with his mistress, and not only survived but created a new chapter to add to the horrors of the Industrial Revolution.


Roger Hubble was an ultimate master of creating a cradle-to-grave labor force, which was always in his debt. On the land, his tenant farmers cultivated the raw product he needed and he allowed them just enough acreage to farm food for a marginal existence. Hubble carefully nipped off the weaker farms, evicting the tenants, and converted the land into a growing cattle ranch, the prime export product to England.


He set the price for planting seeds and carried the peasant’s debt, which was paid off at the next harvest with obscene interest. He then set the price of the flax that was harvested. Conversion of flax to linen was a slimy job, done mostly with labor provided by the younger children of the peasants, often to keep even with the family debts.


Evictions on the land assured a constant flow of desperate and jobless people into Londonderry and into their squalid neighborhood of Bogside. Thus, he always had a surplus of cheap labor. Unemployment of men ran around fifty percent, and those who worked had menial jobs.


The big profit-maker was his shirt factory, the largest in the British Isles, which used the linen produced by his peasants.


Roger Hubble’s control of everything from seed to finished product, power over the political machinery, and labor force represented all that was deemed glorious in colonization and imperialism.


The decent positions in the municipality, in the shipyard, in the schools as well as the mercantile were locked in for those who swore loyalty to the Crown. This was Ulsterism.


Charles Stewart Parnell and his Irish Party dented the system and opened their own salvo for Home Rule. Londonderry both historically and geographically belonged in County Donegal, which would have been outside Ulster’s boundaries. By shamefully gerrymandering the borders, Roger Hubble was able to shift Londonderry into Ulster.


In the beginning of the new political era, Sir Frederick Weed and the Belfast industrialists wanted to expend Londonderry as a liability. Roger Hubble, and later Randolph Churchill, threatened civil war if the sacred Protestant city was lost to the Catholics. The marriage of Roger and Caroline set the alliance in stone.


Caroline was an exciting lady with a recent past that included a marriage to a penniless gigolo, an Italian count. Her main purpose was to enrage her father, which she did. Many thousands of pounds sterling were spread around the Vatican, which ultimately came up with an annulment.




The heady lady smashed up a hotel suite filled with priceless antiques, bolted Rome, and took on Paris. Here she shared a garret with a struggling but extremely talented artist painting in the new Impressionistic style. When his garlic and gout and the climb to his attic no longer endeared him, she returned to Ulster, where she became the model of decorum, a queen of culture and charity, and awaited her fate, which appeared in the form of Roger Hubble.


They realized the power of their union. Titillated by whispers of Caroline’s past, Roger’s sexuality was unearthed and aroused to a point that he became an excellent lover. Roger adored her.


Caroline bore him two sons, one for the earldom and one for Weed Ship & Iron. Lord Jeremy, the elder and heir, seemed to be a throwback to Roger’s own father, the dawdling Arthur Hubble, a boy too frivolous to do the stern stuff necessary to run the hard course.


Fortunately, Christopher, the younger son, showed all the ice of his father. So be it. Jeremy would be the ceremonial earl while Christopher would be schooled to run the machinery.


Caroline! Caroline the magnificent! She turned Londonderry from a cultural blob to a cultural way station. Every touring Shakespearean company, every second-rate troupe of operatic Italians, every lecturer, poet, musician, orchestra who touched Ireland made the now mandatory trip to Londonderry. Most were brought there through her cultural foundation. Caroline was the grande dame of Western Ulster.


Life was complete for Roger Hubble, except for one grating habit of Caroline’s. She never stopped remodeling. Hubble Manor was a historic monstrosity with its dozens of fish and gun and knife rooms and ice houses and fowl rooms and stables and a Buckingham Palace-size kitchen, subkitchens, a poultry room, twenty linen closets, and workshops for the drapers, rug menders, upholsterers, painters, glazers, gardeners, and a boathouse on the Lough Foyle, and butlers, maids, carriage drivers, and footmen, all two hundred of them in their hideous mint green uniforms with vile lemon piping.


Roger played the role of woeful wounded husband opening the bills, but Caroline’s seduction kept his sexual appetite always hungry enough for the marriage to work. Fortunately, when the bills came due, Caroline had an enormously wealthy daddy and funds of her own.


The place for any great event…Caruso singing, a world collection of scholars, the Queen’s state visit…was always the Long Hall, which could house almost a thousand people at a seated dinner and more for a concert.


Having been repaired, remodeled, rebuilt, and added on with nonstop activity for a decade, Hubble Manor was transformed from a seedy weed-covered haunted house to a palace of legendary grandeur, the epitome of what the ultimate colonizer could do with his imperial appetite.
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