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Act One


We hear the name ‘Dallas Sweetman, Dallas Sweetman’ called.
         
A man enters as if throwing off sleep. 
         
He brings certain shadows with him unbeknownst, the shape of Mrs Reddan. The other characters of the play stir behind him, as if, when he moves, he pulls on a common web.
         
He is elderly enough, but spry, a servant of some standing in an Irish family, dressed in the grave-marked clothes of the 1600s.
         
Dallas   Who calls me? I am that man, Dallas Sweetman.
            
No one, nothing, nil, forgotten.
He seems fearful, unsure.
               

I have lain three hundred years and more in that broken precinct of the yard, where no one goes. I am a little dusty from my grave. Forgive me. I would not choose to appear before you so. I have no brush to brush my jacket, no stone to rub my trews.
He looks out at the audience.
               

Was it ye called me? For what purpose? My name came floating on the air. As when in vanished years my father called me, and in I hurried from the stubbled fields, or my master, in those lost, loved days that indifferent time removed.
I greet you.
            
An Irish person of no account. Mere servant.
I do remember this particular, special place. I stood here with my good master, Lucius Lysaght, years beyond counting, on pilgrimage from Ireland. And when I was an old, old man, I came back here again, when all I knew were dead, hardly knowing why, to shrive myself and make my peace with God, and died impromptu on these stones, and was indifferently buried by the priests. Like a stain or morsel tidied away. No stone or marker given, only a dusty hole, and I was placed therein, and covered over.
And lay there like a story interrupted. Lacking a resolution and an ending.
Which is a type of sorrow to a soul.
Why have you called me now? Is there some rumour still of me, and of my life? I must doubt that. Is it God calls me, in God’s great house?
Many sins lie on me, I know. Are they to devour me now, so late?
This is a place for soul trials, certainly.
The silence narrows my heart a little, it weighs on it.
Out of the shadows steps Mrs Reddan. Dallas is not happy to see her.
               

This is not God or person, but foulness. Mrs Reddan. How does she come here?
Mrs Reddan   Perjurer, attacker, liar, murderer, you.
            
Thus say I, Mrs Reddan, out of Clare, that married Lucius Lysaght in his dotage.
I accuse you here, Dallas Sweetman, mere servant of the house, that you put death on my husband, first killing his hopes and then robbing his very wits.
That you, without a proper doubt, hurt his daughter, Lucinda, a woman you professed to love.
            
By first attacking her, and secondly, murdering her husband, Mountifort Longfield.
And most grievous to your soul, turned your coat, spitting on the old faith to take the new.
Dallas Sweetman, creeping, devious, darkened man. I accuse you.
Dallas   This is not so. No murderer, I. I saw murder, but did not commit such crimes. How will I speak to it? I did not kill. I loved, and had no love returned, and served and wandered, but I did not kill.
            
(Looking out.) Are you then my judges? Not friend, not foe, but cold jurymen and women?
            
I have an accuser. Is there one appointed to defend me? Your silence tells me not. Then I must speak for myself, although, my little judges, you may say, how can we believe him?
And what have I in my defence?
A morsel, a story.
Only a story, and not even quite my own. For my life was lived in the shadow of another’s, the person that I loved, Lucinda Lysaght, whom now I am accused of wronging with great evil.
Oh, hear me, hear me, so that my soul be not sucked down.
My one great love – I was nothing in her eyes. But she contained my reason to draw breath, to think the human thoughts of those that live, the daily half-discounted poetries of mere life. For her I lived and live, even in tasteless death.
And do long to see her.
            
Her ages and stations were curiously my own, and by her stations I measured my own life, and in their haunted mirrors I saw my looking face.
I loved her. Like a stag his mountain, the badger his muddy cave, the rabbit his own stupidity, the creeping fox his secret self, the robin his wife and ground, the wren his little size. Like a rook loves his storming tree, and ice seizes on the droplets of the rain and makes a cloth of snow, I loved her.
(Loudly enough.) Lucinda.
            
In this story is my defence, I know. I did and do not lie, I did not sully, I did not kill. As for coat-turning, I fear that is a strange, sad sport, in Ireland …
Some light now for Lucinda Lysaght.
               

Mrs Reddan   Already he lies. He loved no one.
            
Now Lucinda appears.
               

And not this ruined girl. He gave her only madness.
Dallas   Lucinda. Shining girl. But true Lucinda, or a shadow, or a thing of light? Can she hear me? See me?
            
Lucinda   A wolf watching me, in the margin of the trees. It is a dark memory. Almost black. It was a great, grey, shaggy creature, and one paw snaked out on the damp grasses, where the sunlight was, itself quite civil and nice, and its red eyes stared into my own eyes. It was the first terror I remember. I could hear the wolf’s heart beating, I thought, or else it was my own. The upper sky shrugged with thunder, like an enormous sleeper in a bed. I put out my hand to halt it, turning my palm to the creature; it is not a childish memory, but a woman’s, a young woman’s memory in the fire of the Irish summer.
            
And what can I, Lucinda Lysaght, bear witness to of happiness? Much, much. For I loved my brother Matthew, my very twin, and loved my father. My mother had been soon to go, but she left her light burning in the eyes of my father, like an afterglow in the evening sky above our hills. Most evenings we stood there in one especial place, beside our old stone house, my father, my brother and I, silent, watching the sun being quenched in the further ocean, beyond Sherkin Island and Cape Clear, and though we were silent, we knew he was thinking of her, my mother. It was our contentment.
            
At the heart of that contentment was a bud of fear.
As the sea and sky and the two islands trembled, I also trembled, a little girl in an embroidered dress, with a pattern of tiny roses, holding two hands, one large, one small as my own.
Perhaps even then the dark wolf lurked at the edge of all, in the black shadow of the Irish wilderness.
Dallas   Now I am moved to truth. Her very presence warms my senses, and memory becomes all present moment. As I think, as I remember, I begin to see, and am there again.
            
I will strive to make you see.
My judges.
My story, my defence, my song of life, begins in Ireland, in an old stone house in the county of Cork, on the margins of the sea, just as she describes. I was servant to the Lysaghts, people of the old faith. Old English they were, not of the Gaelic lords, but pledged to withstand the floodwaters of Protestant desire. And loyal, loyal to a fault.
Lucinda’s father was Lucius, my master.
            
Light now for Lucius, and the scene of the birth revealed. Lucius is near Dallas, at the ‘door’.
               

Her mother, the famed Belinda, looked upon her twins only a few moments. Two perfect children she had carried into the world, for Lucinda was born in the same tumult with her brother Matthew.
I was the manservant hovering in the door, to be called and cursed at to fetch whatever women want for births – torn cloths and water, sugar sticks and beer.
I could see three candles in an ancient sconce. They threw down poor light on anguished features, the mother’s eyes like something cooking in the kitchens, a sweat as cold as January floods rinsing her arms and breast.
In that far district we had but one beer-stewed crone, to be taking babies out.
In this instance, aided by the sister of Lucius.
Now the grubby midwife laboured over my mistress. Her arms were all windmills.
Lucius   Sister, the child is delivered. Why still the straining?
            
Sister   There is another baby hiding within.
            
Lucius   Oh, my good Lord.
            
Sister   We will have it out.
            
Lucius   Oh, gently, gently, gently.
            
Dallas   I saw in my mind’s eye the cold figure of the sheelagh-na-gig, fastened to the church wall in the yard of the old house, as a warning to any girl who was carrying a babe to widen her human bones, or find death. For the child would be trapped in the mother, the mother trapped in the act of birth. A carved crone it was, roughly made with starved chest, the hands down at her opening, widening the lips.
            
That was our country medicine in that place.
            
In a deeper darker corner now, the crying boy was being wrapped, and warmed into delicate life, by his aunt, a woman who would later seek to be his murderer, in league with Mrs –
Mrs Reddan   That is a lie. Oh, he speaks well enough. You are thinking, let us be friend to this man. Trust not in his speaking. The easy tone, the friendly tune. Judas was found hanging in the Potter’s Field, for all his famous bonhomie.
            
Dallas   The little girl appeared, coming out through the gate of life like a dancer, and was put on her mother for warmth.
            
The mother sang a whittled song to the storm-bird on her breast.
It was in the Irish tongue, for though she was Old English, they had spoke Irish also in their echoing rooms.
Belinda   (singing) ‘Seothίn seo, ullaloo …’
            
Lucius   Ah, these are wonders worth witnessing, are they not, Dallas?
            
Dallas   Yes, good master Lucius. (To us.) And Lucius stepped forward and touched the little fingers, marvelling at their size. He counted them, one by one. But beautiful Belinda Lysaght looked upon her daughter only a few moments.
            
She sang her honeyed song, and died.
Light away the scene.
               

(After a little, to us.) This man, Lucius Lysaght, was a little man, that is, in height. But in heart, his will was strong.
            
As I was his closest servant he often said, in secret in his room, that the Irish church must be spruced and rinsed.
            
The marriages of priests among the Gaelic chiefs enraged him.
Lucius   Black scallywags –
            
Dallas   – he called them.
            
He knew the history of Rome was poor. He thought our old local saint, with his box of salty bones in the seaside church, a curse, and a temptation to the superstitions of the poor. He had read old Erasmus and his treatise on Canterbury.
Lucius   (with a book now, close to Dallas) Popes should not have armies, unless they are armies of prayers, nor seek to rule the temporal world.
            
And yet, whatever Pope sits there in Rome, is come down from Peter, and such is how things are, and we must strive for better. I cannot call a cankered, lusting King my All of All, nor such a king’s daughter.
Dallas   These things he whispered, and my ears were homes for all such things.
            
He and I together, master and servant, sequestered in private colloquy. Our faces looking such and such, nodding and honest.
He buried his wife with words so sweet and clear that foul beggars, waiting at the grave for the alms of grief, wept like children. Even such rubbed-out men felt the sorrow of the man, his mind so robed in Latin texts he spoke like a book.
Their thoughts were Gaelic and their curses too. But sorrow is in the pulsing of the words, it shows in the periods and spaces of speech. Those wretches wept.
And other princes of those far Cork lands, as fierce as Lucius to keep that Catholic world, looked drained of face, like slaughtered creatures hung up to bleed. And it was said, the beauty of his dame Belinda had disturbed the dreams of many another man in easier days.
            
Now, Belinda, for all her fame and vivid beauty, was no more, could not be ravished or wooed, but only mourned, and touched in sinful dreams.
She was buried. Now, a woman was required to raise the twins, and Mrs Reddan made her entrance.
And so she does – Mrs Reddan appears.
               

She was the kinswoman of my master and his sister, as thin as a half-seen spectre, and as malign.
She had the temperature of winter, and when I passed her in the hall, it was as if I had brushed against snow.
The sister it was who sent for Mrs Reddan. To what true end I did not immediately understand.
A chilling, dulling, heart-ruined creature was that woman.
Though in those first days, I must allow, she put herself faithful and fierce to her tasks. So much shitting, calling, crying and hunger there is in twins, a catastrophe of need.
Mrs Reddan holding the twins.
               

And Lucius saw that and trusted her.
Lucius appears.
               

Being a merchant in the main, he was bound to journey, and off he would go on missions to cajole and barter, in ports of Spain and Portugal. He burst through tempests, he carried wine and salt to Cork, then came the dusty, withering miles to Baltimore, where his mansion was, with two fine babies, and an empty bed.
            
It was easy to put his trust in what he did not know.
Lucius touches Mrs Reddan’s hand a moment, and goes.
               

One terrible day, when he was far away, I saw a sight that frightens me to this day.
The Sister and Mrs Reddan have brought in a sort of framework, and are hanging the babies from it by their feet, so they are upside down.
               

The babes were about six months old, but they were not thriving. Both were measly, mewling, out of sorts. Wet nurse there being none just at that time, they were fed with good cow’s milk, from our splendid herd. But whatever it was, the milk would not satisfy them. At first they often screamed and then, it seemed, submitted in some horrifying way, and merely cried like chicks. Lucius put his faith in Mrs Reddan that she could rectify them. Poor Lucius, innocent man.
I heard them, the sister and she, whispering in their room, and was not afraid to put my ear to the keyhole.
Mrs Reddan   Your brother is trusting.
            
Sister   Terrible ailments befall the young. He will not know.
            
Mrs Reddan   We will do all carefully. Inch by inch, always watching behind. There are eyes not friendly to us, ears that would gather ill against us.
            
Sister   Beware that creeping Dallas Sweetman, he is spy in chief.
            
Mrs Reddan   A mere dog to be drowned.
            
Sister   We can go around him. Furthermore, dear cousin, when the babes are gone, I will have everything after Lucius. And you will share in that.
            
Mrs Reddan   Will you swear to that and sign it in a deed?
            
Sister   I will write it in my blood.
            
Mrs Reddan   Then I will do anything. The natural affection that we feel for these soft leanbhs, the sharp sting in the breast, must be put aside in this time of Irish tumult.
            
Dallas in desperation makes a stamping on the floor.
               

Hush, what is that? Take down these suffering babes.
They do so.
               

I read in a curious book that to invert a childish brain brings a storm of killing blood. Would it might do so more swiftly.
They each take a child.
               

We may continue to starve them, sup by sup. All must be natural, inconspicuous.
They see Dallas, and rock the babies in their arms.
               

Dallas   Perhaps this promise of inheritance corrupted them, as it might a saint. Some parts of any history are dark, even to the teller. I do not know how it was, that Mrs Reddan, though kin to Lucius, had such a bile of evil in her.
            
Mrs Reddan   Bile of evil. Easy it is to make me a puppet in his fairy tale. An old wives’ tale of impossible cruelty. Anyone who believed him would be a staring fool. His course is a drunkard’s, weaving and spilling and falling through the dark lanes of lies.
            
Dallas   She was a good-faced woman but too small. Of course I never measured her, but if I could have stood near her, and dropped a cord from her crown, I think only some five brief feet would have been measured. And her arms were scant and loathsome I recall.
            
Mrs Reddan   Oh!
            
She goes.
               

Dallas   And she smelled of some foreign, fishy oil she liked to rub into her skin, which peeled off on the surface in the winter winds. Her husband, poor Mr Reddan, we were told, had died of terror, we knew not how. His heart had bursted.
            
She was to herself, I think, a kind of queen, imperial and chill. A Catholic woman with the disdain of ancient blood. Her mother’s family were FitzGeralds, whose lands were forfeit and their chief men killed.
She in her own mind was quite so high that her crown touched Heaven daily. Her prayers went straight to God, her farts were perfume.
No farthing had she, no field, no house. It is a powerful cause.
Now, Lucius kept a simple world, a mere five hundred souls toiled in his fields. He had four hundred thousand acres, though mostly mountain and marsh. But even so, full twenty thousand acres groaned with wheat and beeves and barleys and the like. His merchant ways brought fortune also. And though he cursed his luck that kept him in Cork, the parliament never calling him, when he might have been a powerful governing man in Dublin, still he flourished.
All this knew Mrs Reddan.
And was by that inspired?

            
Music.
               

How those babes lived even a year gives evidence of their natural fortitude. Starving them, hanging them upside down no doubt, when I was not there to thwart it, everything short of sticking them with knives, did not destroy them. By the age of two, they were beginning to harvest language, and those two women feared them now as gradual witnesses to their miseries.
So – when these babes were about two years old, good Lucius went a-travelling. He was to be gone five weeks and more. Then to our story came added woe and woe, for the two women were like wolves in an element without humanity.
The old estate of Lucius took in the town of Baltimore, a little place, with Sherkin Island across a narrow bay, a few cold houses there.
And there was a strand that stretched for miles, all Lysaght land indeed, and quite deserted.
And so a favourite place for pirates, sun-darkened Arabs from North African shores, who liked to dip along the edge of countries, and take off people, that they might be slaves in Araby.
Every few years you heard the stories, girls in some seaboard farm took off by shadows, gaps made in families never filled. In greatest quiet, subtlety, and never an Arab seen, though some did say they saw a slinking ship put out past Sherkin on that boiling sea. And boys were sometimes took, and girls, and men and wives. And all to be put as slaves, to row, to toil, and worked till a last drop of physical element signalled death, unless those Christian souls were content to become Mohammedans, and put on new dresses in a marvellous land.
Mrs Reddan’s measure of me had not improved.
            
Mrs Reddan pushing the twins along slowly in a basket on a ‘pony’, the blow of the sea, seabirds. She seems to be keeping a lookout for something.
               

Me she would not have near, though I was servant now in officio to the twins.
            
My task was to put order on their lovely clothes, to keep their ponies and their carriages ready, and in all manners to guard them, against robbers and religions.
Another man might have stood away and lazed, but I kept always near them.
I was like those Arabs, as a shadow, and when she was walking with them, I crept along behind, and when she was talking to them, or barking or hissing sternly, I listened at the doors for fear of further harm. I bustled in at mealtimes, having seen what I saw, and she and her cousin were forced to give them food, while I lingered by.
Strange things I noted. She had some tenderness of heart, in that if a child got an injury that she had not schemed, she petted and patted it. But she had no knowledge of children’s games or joy, as if she had travelled from a childless country, where such things were not known.
But, being a watchful man, thus it was I saw what she did that day.
It was a day of blowing sunshine, in the summer early, the beginning of sailing weather, that brought away merchants and brought merchants in.
A swelling up of the scene behind.
               

You would think in those recent weeks that the old strand was the special love of Mrs Reddan, for every day she brought the twins there alone, and walked austerely on the long shore path, the children bobbing in a basket on a moorland pony, a thing they loved above all else.
I heard them laughing as was their way.
            
I made sure to stay unseen, creeping along if needs must through briary hedges and the like.
Then that sight I saw: Mrs Reddan stopped.
All as he describes, as if it were the theatre of Dallas’s inner eye.
               

There was a distant boat out on the water, with stooping sails, and I saw her view it.
Even the back of her hatted head had cold intent.
Whether she planned what followed I do not know. Had she made pact with barbarous men, those very men of Barbary itself, by some system of messages or communication?
She glanced all about, then turned again towards the sea – did she hesitate? – and went with the pony halfway down the strand.
Mrs Reddan puts the nosebag on the creature, and hobbles the back legs, and tucks the babes down firmer in their basket, as if with a mother’s wish to see them warm.
               

Mrs Reddan   (cupping her hands, blowing into them, so that she makes a noise like a hooting owl) Hoo, hoo!
            
Dallas   Then she looked about again, went down to the waves and strongly called, and called, hallooing like that witch the peasants say announce a family death, the foul banshee.
            
She tends to the babies one last time, kisses her right hand and touches each baby with the hand.
               

Then gaining the path again, she walked away.
I stood in my covered place and wondered.
I could not immediately understand.
            
Mrs Reddan turned an angle of the beach and disappeared. I was fearful and puzzled.
Out from the side of the distant boat pushed a smaller craft, and against the surfy waves began to row.
Music. The pirates a presence in their black clothes.
               

In my horror I fancied I saw in the breeze hooded vestments blowing like slack sails.
I burst out of my cover and hared along the strand.
Hardly thinking of any plan, I unharnessed the children who with childish words greeted my coming as a thing of ordinary joy.
Then I stuck one under each arm and left pony and basket to their fates, and struggled back up the sand, hoping that no one saw.
My chief thought was them, and Lucius too. I sensed the danger all around. The approaching pirates and Mrs Reddan’s evil wish.
It would be two weeks before he returned, two dangerous, unknown weeks. She might do a worse thing. She might quickly banish me, and have the babes to her own devising.
Her mighty word against my own!
Once she had gone this far, she would have no further stop, unless I could outwit her.
Now the pirates fading.
               

I carried the babies back.
Two-year-old babies are not feathers. They seem light at first, but step by step they gain in weight, till a man must be groaning.
            
The colours of trees and undergrowth, the dark of a daylight wood. Music.
               

But I scarcely felt it. I plunged into the ancient woods of oak and beech, a hundred acres they covered, against the winter storms. I snaked my way on through, under the gloom of the trees I planned my plan.
The light clearing.
               

At length I was at the old middens of the house. There was a little door, which the scraps-man used, and unlike the rest of the castle few went that way.
I climbed up and up the mansion to the highest floor.
That realm of serving maids was quiet in the day. I went further by a doorway that I knew, that could bring the carpenters and the slaters to the roof, whenever the rain came in.
It was a town of attics. And in the deepest room, I set down the children – I must allow on the edge of fear, their eyes close to crying. But I let them bump about, and made it as a game, and soon they were not even glancing at me, but played as they used with intent and calm.
Do not ask me how luck stayed with me. I went back down into the house and ransacked an unused room. I brought a poor maid’s bed upstairs and some goosedown peltings that I found. Then I made fast their door and crept down into the proper house to see what was afoot.
Mrs Reddan walking about in distress.
               

Mrs Reddan   Oh, God, that I might undo this serious day. That I might drive back the sun into its bed from which it rose this morning, that I might put dark again upon the sea, and place back the little birds in their secret nests, and still the dawn wind, unwind it backward, make time regret its coming and go back!
            
Dallas   Mrs Reddan had raised the house. She was still there herself, calling and crying, issuing order upon order. I asked a fellow servant what was what. (To a passing woman.) You there, Johanna, what passes here?
            
Servant   Mrs Reddan was set upon as she walked on the strand. The babes have been taken by dark evil men. She herself is lucky to be alive. She has shown us all her scratches and shed blood.
            
Dallas   (aside) I knew in my soul she had done all that with briars.
            
Servant   This is a tragic day, and the master away on his journey. What horrible news will await him, unless we can rescue those babes.
            
Dallas   Men were sent down to the sea and found the poor pony and its empty creel. No sign of those pirates on the leaping sea. No sign of the babes of Lucius. A terrible hue and cry.
            
At the centre of all, Mrs Reddan, and a mill of activity around her, again like a dance.
               

Now men were sent careening out on horseback to search the ways about.
Mrs Reddan wept and tore her hair like a Grecian tragedian. All was utmost pandemonium, concatenation, and loudest of all her selving blame –
Mrs Reddan   I am the guilty one. Why did I not fight harder? Why did I shrink back in cowardly weakness? Oh, that I were wolf or man, not woman, weak and slight. My tender charges, two souls the same as life, my nesting birds, emblems of goodness, softness, love. Now Lucius will have me killed and well deserved. Oh, well deserved.
            
She is comforted by her cousin and others.
               

Dallas   And on that occasion, the serving girls were allowed to comfort her.
            
Sister   You are lucky to be alive yourself, good Mrs Reddan. You must have fought like a demoness.
            
Dallas   Like a demoness was right.
            
My thoughts were all Lucius. Let him just return. Let them think what they wanted for the nonce, it made no odds. Indeed, said I to myself, let the rumour of this thing penetrate to whatever region he now traversed.
I fed the babes by childish morsels carefully fetched. Ten times in the day I checked them, and chased them about, playing that Monster game they loved.
I bedded them in at night, then locked the door. They were too small to question and faithfully filled their pots with piss and such, which I ferried down to the midden like a mouse.
I kept all a secret and shared my fear with none.
Then Lucius’s return was nearer, near. Then he was home.
Lucius returning in his travelling coat. The household to meet him.
               

Oh, fearful scene. Yet I could not say my tale. Not for the moment.
In the old hall stood Lucius, draped in dust, listening to Mrs Reddan with her hanging face. He listened and in his goodness made no sound.
Mrs Reddan   Dear Lucius, dear cousin closer to me than my heart. How can I say the hurting words? – The two babes are gone. Taken by pirates.
            
Dallas   Did his sorrowing mind for a moment think, now this cold streak of womanhood is my heir? I do not know. Her own dark mind must have, of course.
            
Mrs Reddan falls to her knees and grips the legs of Lucius.
               

Mrs Reddan   I proffer my neck for death – let me be killed. Draw out your sword, and lift it high, and strike me with it. Let me not have mercy. Lucius, Lucius, murder me. It will be better than living with this murderous hurt and guilt.
            
After a moment, Lucius stoops and helps her rise.
               

Lucius stepped one step forward and held her arm. Gently he held it. I slipped away.
Night came. I bided my time.
He picks up the babies again. An enormous redness everywhere.
               

I sat with my little ones under the roof. It was that fierce twilight of the west when somewhere in the ruckus of the world the sun plunges down.
Then I took my charges, under each arm as before, and stole down though the grieving house.
I left by the midden door and out into the oaks I went, like a very thief myself.
Then by another path I came to the great frontals of the house, and calling out, I cried my joyful news! The children are safe, I called. The children are safe. Rejoice. O springing joy. Great commotion in the hall. Lucius fetched.
            
Lucius comes and takes the children into his arms.
               

Lucius   Dallas, my servant, do you bring ghosts, do you bring spectres from my own aching dreams?
            
Dallas   No, my master, living hearts.
            
(To us.) Such reckless tears and commendations and wild questions.
            
Lucius   How could it be? How are the babes not harmed, or starved?
            
Dallas   I do not know. I made one last pilgrimage to the wastes, by what instinct or prompting is unknown. And there I found, miraculously, the lost babes. They were lying in a nest of heather, neat and plump.
            
Lucius   Look, look, Mrs Reddan, it has all come good. Some great action of God has brought them home, unharmed.
            
Mrs Reddan’s face.
               

Oh, even in my acting, how I loved to see her face, the utter bewilderment that could look like the edge of joy.
Mrs Reddan forces a smile, then utters a series of strange little shouts, then kisses the babies.
               

My babes, laughing and smiling at these festive acts.
What could she say?
Mrs Reddan   This is mystery. I wrestled with those pirates till the blood spurted from my arms. They tore them from my grip. They knocked me down. I saw them row away on the enamelled sea. It is so clear in my mind. How are they saved? I do not know, I do not know, but, praise God, praise God!
            
Lucius   This is a welcome and clear act of God. He looks down upon us and sees our pulsing need. He viewed me as a grieving father, whose own mere heart was breaking in the dark, whose bag of prayers was emptied, close to whose lips were curses against that God, may God forgive my lack of faith.
            
Dallas   Such did their infant peril pass.
            
Now, Mrs Reddan more alone, as if a friend to us.
               

Mrs Reddan   Now I must talk to this.
            
Please witness my solemn words.
When I was a young girl I walked out of Belmullet to marry a man in Sligo. I went with a little retinue of my father’s servants, hoping not to be devoured on the way, because in that time there were always banditti lining the ways. I was very excited to be going to see my husband. He was the son of the Lord of Inniscrone, a very fine and civilised family. Of course there was not any real roads, our guides had just inklings and ‘I think it might be this way’ to go by. That was the way of things. We might have sailed from Belmullet to Sligo, except it was early spring, and the sea was just a great acreage of barns and castles – that is, those dark Atlantic waves.
As we went up by Ballina under the mountains called there Nephin, my husband’s people came out to meet us, and guarded us all the way then to his door, with tremendous noise and colloquy.
We were married for ten years before a depredating army of Elizabeth our Queen was sent into Connaught to harass my husband, leading to his terrible defeat under the mountain of Knocknarea. My husband, though exhausted from a long defence, would not yield on any ground, knowing full well all his lands were at stake, and his history in that fabled place, and died of a bursted heart. So I was obliged then to seek refuge with my cousin Lucius, who graciously and with the kindness of family, took me in. But this was a ferocious plummeting down from those heights I had attained. Yet I was grateful for that mercy.
For many years then I attended to his children and sought to nourish them, knowing that a family thrives only by the progress of its progeny.
I say all this to show you, I am a woman of good family. I am accused of treachery greater than any I have ever heard of. To work against the children of my husband. Not plausible, not possible, as in an old story, and not true.
They disappeared it is true for some weeks, stolen I thought from the beach, and indeed I was in a fervour of despair. I saw no pirates, nor wrestled with them. It was shadows and monsters in Dallas Sweetman’s mind, or a great invention. I had never thought to harm them, only mourned their loss, and was overjoyed when he magicked their return. And why he thought to work that trick on me I do not know.
Dallas   Mrs Reddan having met this check on her plans, seemed to quieten in her malice, though persisted in her rationing of the children’s food, and kept them lean and crying.
            
Mrs Reddan   Lies are breeding lies, mother mouse brings forth her babies, it is most terrible.
            
Dallas   But Lucius in his lovely thanks became more watchful of them, and maybe loved them better, and indeed made me protector of them in his own mind, and called me The Man of Miracles.
            
Music, a few moments.
               

Since I had scraps of Latin, and knew the history of the world, having once myself been well-to-do, but fallen now – my father had lost his portion at the tables of Dublin in a forgotten youth, and left us only with puzzles, hanging himself one Sunday morning from the yardarm of a wreck on Dollymount strand – since these things were so, Lucius chose me to school the children, and so I did.
My faith was fine as his, though faith without a fortune can be dim. I imparted to them the Romish things we loved, the why and wherefore, and the dark sins of those that had followed a lusting King, in their arrogance and with oppressing deeds.
            
I showed them the church in Baltimore out of whose yards we Catholics had been driven, though it was our own, with condemnations.
How Lucinda beat her fists together, raging at my histories.
Taught them to love their father, and to give thanks they had such wealth even history could not alter the altitude of the Lysaghts.
And I taught them to count on fingers, and to sing, and country dances that they might dance, when they were grown, at Catholic gatherings of Old English types, where they might find husband for one and wife for the other.
Music. Now two young children dance.
               

(After a little.) And moment by moment, day by day, I grew to love them, and looked at all things that moved towards them with a fierce suspicion, and searched out all happenings for hidden violence, though I was in certain ways a stranger in Ireland – but a stranger, a mere Sassanach as the peasants say, may have love as deep as any.
            
Years went by – long years for them, as the years to children seem, a too-brief term to me. Terrible wars engulfed the old realms of Munster.
On the better lands, old lords and lordlings were murdered quite away, new English armies crushed Old English hopes.
But still the Lysaghts on the margins held.
Then, in those civil evils, wide as the State, befell another, a smaller matter none the less of greater evil. It happened to Lucinda.
            
Lucinda   The wolf in the shadows. I was just a young woman, about fourteen. Many women of that age married in Ireland, but I was pledged to no one.
            
This memory mingles with Dallas Sweetman, he swirls about there, like dark berryjuice dropped in water.
Dallas Sweetman. He seemed to me immaculate and strange. He had taught me everything he knew of facts and figures and wonders, of stars and the sun, of the Greeks and of the Carthaginians, of Romans, their poetries and their gods. His words fell into my childish lap like coins, all the riches of his mind minted into words that came solid into my self, like a soft intrusion. I dreamed of him at night and even by day he seemed more dream than something truly real. I clothed him about with girlish light.
Mrs Reddan   Then a dark year came, and there passed a story that grieves me still to say.
            
And I could never be certain of that story, to speak to Lucius, but certain enough to doubt and fear his servant.
One morning early in the late of summer, when the year begins to turn to thoughts of death, going up with water and apples to Lucinda, I found her bed empty. There was a terrible fear in me, and dark certainty of some harm. I went out into the meadows and moved through bulking cows, and over to the path that took me to the woods, and into the dripping, darkening trees, and by some rich instinct of kinship and love, following an ancient path, soon into a glade I came, the first cold sunlight roofing it, and there in the centre in the weakening grass, I saw her, wounded and cold herself, not asleep but weeping. Had someone fetched her from her very bed, covered her head in cloths, and stolen her away, to harm and enfold her in that place? She would never say. I took the hood from her head, and held her, but could not get her to speak for days. And the only hint of her trouble was, she could not be near to her erstwhile servant Sweetman, but kept away from him, trembling and sad. So I suspected him.
            
Lucius put out a notice of words that anyone found to have effected this crime would be, according to old laws, castrated, and his limbs lopped off, his entrails dragged steaming from his belly and fed before him to pigs, and then be dragged into the roughest field, and dragged about drearily, and hung until dead, and quartered, into four quarters like a very Ireland.
Dallas   God above all gods! What happened is not known. Lucinda never spoke. Lucius suspected that out from those woods came a creeping wolf, a cold brute, one of those new men of England as may be. Perhaps such a man thought Ireland was just wildernesses, uncivil, and everything there was for him to take, to seize.
            
Yes, Mrs Reddan found Lucinda calling, bleeding in a larksome dell, the birds of the summer innocently singing all about. She gathered her up, and carried her into the house, just as I had when she was a little one, and helped her to her chamber, and drew water for her from the kitchens. And Lucinda asked that I not be called, I know, but for a reason I could not fathom. Oh, this I swear, before the courts of God, before you, my judges, this I swear, without fear of Hell for so terrible a lie.
For it is simple truth.
Mrs Reddan  This is his bleakest lie, that he saw her in terms of love, and did not molest her innocent self. I suspect him, I suspect him.
            
Dallas   Let me go on, as best I can, my self diminished by those accusations.
            
Ireland herself diminished, the country seemed to narrow. Lucius’s old trade of hides and tallow, sent forth upon the earth for wines and salt, was faltering. The very old faith on which he rested was proving his undoing.
But not yet, not yet.
He feared everything. He feared of course for his daughter now the most, for her further destruction. He feared to send his son to Dublin, as his family had been wont, for dread of some Protestant discussion that might foul his mind. So he resolved to send them out to Lisbon, where by long trade and courtesy he knew the royal house, and especially that lady called the Princess of Brazil, a deep, shining, Catholic woman. And there his son Matthew might learn the laws of man and God, and Lucinda be made safe in the refuge of a royal court.
And she the great princess was anxious so to have them, for fear some Protestant might seek Lucinda’s hand. She was not told I am sure of Lucinda’s ordeal, in case it would place a mark of spoliation on her, in the manner of the time.
She was fourteen now, and by the grave of my father, I do swear, never had I seen so beautiful a girl.
The vision of Lucinda in her beauty.
               

I was thirty years old, yet she pulled my heart.
Soft and trim, no painter would need to dissemble her in the painting, she had no blemish that I could see, and had a brilliant, forceful, seeing, asking mind.
She had stretched my knowledge to the furthest reach. I had described to her in desperation the very waterfalls at the edge of the known world, though in truth I had not seen them.
And I prayed in my secret mind that something might happen in my uncertain world to restore me to fortune, so I could ask for her – though I sensed it a foolish prayer. Yet the country was tumbling all about, who would say where things might rest.
            
But Lucius feared that Irish world as much as loved. Great lords had been dissolved like uncertain snows in April.
Old companies of servants, old households, with stewardships and the like going back five hundred years, had proved not great woods but drifts of snowdrops.
The gears of religion were grinding, impatient winds were blowing across the land, new English hearts beat loudly for Irish land. And we had seen possible evidence of their rapine, their careless hatred of us, and their mocking force. New English rapining Old English, ugly tune!
And though great Elizabeth loved Old English lords, she said, for being ever true to her crown, yet now, Lucius saw, there was a new voice in her throat. And her agents were men of death. And he feared that his babes might be engulfed, or their souls robbed away by that swelling faith he feared, as well as their very forms.
At fourteen packed away to Lisbon!
Lamentation in that Lysaght house, the very last blooms, the very last roses pulled from out the ground.
But Lucius was sure.
Lucius embraces his children.
               

I was not sent with them. He went the way himself and returned alone, and I suspected why.
That Lucius had watched me with her, and knew my heart.
Lucinda   Bound for Lisbon. To leave my father.
            
But something of me was a ghost, left behind in Ireland. A dream afflicted me, over and over, even in the huge richness of a royal palace. Myself alone, on the wet grass. The eyes of the wolf shining in the dark like emeralds no one would want. In my throat was trapped the word, ‘Dallas’, that I wanted to shout out, for the rescue of his love. But no one came, eternally.
The dream, the dream. But is it a dream? I am always there, standing by the wood.
The upper sky shrugging with thunder, like an enormous sleeper in a bed.
And then, like a storm finally breaking, the grey figure breaks from the trees. Running at me in leaping arcs, smoking with hair, and mangy, terrible, it reaches me, and as it does, the word breaks at last from my mouth, ‘Dallas, Dallas.’
And the wolf devours me.
And the wolf is only a man, a man of ordinary evil, that tries to rob the soul out of me, but he fails.
But he fails while I tense in awful terror.
No terror ever again like to it.
Fear so deep the devil in Hell is aware of it.
And the man searches about in my person, tearing and destroying, and when he seems to find what he sought, leaves me.
I lie in a stupor of hurt and despair.
Deeply ashamed, shame as deep as the devil in his burning lair.
Who comes? It seems to be no one, a person of shadow, with ragged wings, like an angel of the old faith, but it digs its arms under me, and lifts me, and carries me across the lawn, my blood falling on the grasses, and into the house.
            
That I think must have been Mrs Reddan, in other instances not a true friend to me.
Perhaps my enemy.
In that instance, almost a mother.
Mrs Reddan’s face, listening, alert.
               

And later, when I slept and woke, I told her about the wolf. And she told me the wolf was caught, and hung like a pig, its throat cut, and its blood gathered in a bucket to make night charms, in the dark of my father’s granary.
And I was no longer a child from that day.
And I asked her not to bring Dallas to me, because I was ashamed.
I thought he would detest me now, because of the great calamity of my pollution, and would see me as beautiful no longer, because I did believe he thought me so, though he never said a word, nor ever spoke to me except as a loving servant.
My father’s loving servant.
My first beloved.
That did destroy me after.
Then when my father said he would send me to Lisbon, I allowed it, almost gladly, thinking it would serve me in Dallas’s love, and save him from bearing such grievous news, or to suffer the sight of me.
On the cold ship that ducked round the old toes of Ireland, I wept. My brother Matthew sat by my side. I wept. I had lost my world. The softness that moved over my father’s face when he looked at me. The way he would sometimes count my fingers, as he spoke to me, idly, finger by finger, as if by that action he might recover paradise.
            
Music.
               




  
  
    

  
    
      
    
         
Act Two


As before.
         
Mrs Reddan   Now, where stand we, as the old ballad says? You have heard his tricky whistle-tunes, how he works to convince you with matters a credulous child would baulk at. He took to the great river so confidently in his little boat of truth. He has glided softly between the leafy banks, the sun has been kindly on his shoulders. But now the river widens and in the distance is the scuffy vapour of the falls, and the first faint hint of its roaring.
            
Dallas   Then were there years of many-headed woe. No Lucinda, the old skies of Ireland without their sun, and the country ravished.
            
Ambitious, Protestant generals wished for those Lysaght lands.
We journeyed, Lucius and I, and a small company, to London to speak to the Queen.
He was speaking for all the loyal princes of the south and west, and other points.
The glimmering faint figure of Elizabeth in her majesty.
               

Lucius   That we may sue to thee, Majesty, and ask for the great comfort of thy bosom, turned towards Ireland, that you might feed your kith and kin and faithful hearts, and be the great mother that thou art, and not forsake us as Fate rises to confound us.
            
Elizabeth   Good Sir Lucius, rest your mind. We are not a woman to forsake that Ireland, lying in the dark waters of the Atlantic like a drowning girl. We will give thee our gentling word and affectionate phrase, to carry back to the home place, where we will guard thee with our good will and special grace, and never be aught but protector to Ireland.
            
Lucius   Gracious and perfect Majesty, I hope my poor and rusted English, so long lying out in the rains of Ireland, will convey to you my love and permanent loyalty.
            
Elizabeth   Even as your loyalty, also our love. For I would send blessings unto Ireland, I would send a portion of our English sunlight, I would send unto Ireland the benefice of our beautiful Englishness, perfecting, quietening, finishing Englishness. Or else with hard hammer, heavy sword, vicious arrow and thundering gun, I would send into Ireland want, pestilence, narrowness, hunger and Death.
            
Lucius   (on one knee) My gracious Queen.
            
Dallas   All that was wonders. Her paper features, her strange darkness peeping through the white, her dress of gold stars and firing silver rods, the very seep and rancour of her court, the tides of knowledge and shoaling talk.
            
Lucius saw the Raleghs and the Earls she loved, and noted, like the scholar that he was, how his own English was astray from hers, her talking odder, quicker, deeper than his own, as if that English brought to Cork five hundred years before had grown different, and was almost two differing tongues.
But not two hearts. His own heart, he avowed, beat with a killing love for her, her might, her history, and her chilling eye.
To the play that night. It was a new-made one, called As You Like It, and a wondrous thing all of itself.
            
I had not seen any play before, being a confined and rural man.
            
But this was a play of metal, yet light as air, and everyone there did love that Rosalind, and for me she was my Lucinda, all grown and fierce and kind, and I wondered as I watched what was befalling her in Lisbon.
And the author himself played an old man, and was wellnigh devoured with shouting at the end, with praise and love. And we laughed at poor Jaques for his saddened talk and his bleak speech of the Seven Ages, now so well known, but then played for the first time, so that it fell on us like a miracle. And we universally desired only to lie an hour with Rosalind, though the part be played of course by a pretty boy.
And for myself, that night, I dreamed it seemed to me a new dream of Lucinda, new and unchanged. The play released in me a possibility, that when she returned, it might be for me. And in the strange dream I dreamed a marriage.
Lucinda lying asleep and Dallas in his dream approaches and stoops to her and takes her in his arms.
               

Then at the wish of Lucius we went down by the fabled road to Canterbury, to shrive ourselves of sins, marvelling at that pretty country, taking a sup at a creaking inn, and strode in together to that tremendous place, all pillars reaching to a perfect heaven, stars in the roof, and a vastness of half-light and ancient prayers. And Lucius knelt in his deep Catholic way at the very spot where once St Thomas had been, in his hut of gold and jewels, and prayed near that absence and to that absence, in abject and wonderful faith.
There in the gloom, like a quaint and Irish Erasmus, in the curious light of ancient stone, a light that has played lover to darkness, he told me a story – not an ancient story, but an old one, something from his father’s generation. It meant the world to him that I should hear his story, but to me it seemed only a tale of shadows and ghosts. For I was young.
            
Lucius   It was here, Dallas, when old King Henry was young, about the year 1540, in the time of our fathers, in his efforts to dismantle our old faith, that he ordered St Thomas Becket be called from his tomb to answer to charges of treason and heresy, and if he did not answer the call, that he be tried in his absence. For Henry loved nothing better than to be lawful in all things, even in his unlawfulness. The thought of his ancestor, old Henry II, being obliged, after Thomas was murdered, to come in through Canterbury on his knees, and reaching the altar, to strip himself bare, and be beaten by the monks with whips, to expiate his guilt in the murder, incensed our later Henry, as if it had been the work of the last week. They stood here, the officials, right on this spot, and cried out for Thomas Becket to attend them. They stood on the altar, looking up the long reaches of the cathedral, the tomb just visible in the distance. ‘Come down, Thomas Becket,’ shouted they, ‘Come down.’ For a moment one of them thought they saw a stir of light, and a great fear seized them that the choleric saint was coming. For he was well known in his lifetime for his beautiful anger.
            
But of course he had been lying in his tomb three hundred years and more … They waited the thirty days and, St Thomas not complying, they tried him in the Archbishop’s palace in Lambeth, the King supplying a good advocate to defend our saint. And, in due course, it was found he had been traitor to his king, and heretical to his own church. And that he was henceforth to be known not as a saint, but to be called merely Bishop Becket, his name and image to be erased from windows and rubbed out of old books, his bones to be taken from his tomb, and crisply burned, and thrown to the four winds, and his tomb to be destroyed and carried away. And all veneration, exhortation and pilgrimage in his name to cease. And in just a few years, Henry effected his great sundering of men’s belief, parting and altering Christ’s old river, decreeing two channels, and made one poison to the other, which plagues us to this day, oh most especially in Ireland. Where there was surely sundering enough without that.
            
Henry II, by speaking in anger about Becket before his knights, may have seemed to commission his murder, but he went into Ireland also later, to expiate that seeming sin, at the request of the Pope, to reform the Irish church, even then showing pustules and cankers on its face. So if this spot be sacred on account of St Thomas, so is it also on account of that Henry, who knelt here in his pelt, because it was he brought us Old English first into Ireland. And so Lysaghts have always come on pilgrimage to Canterbury, if in these days more discreetly, and I hope always will.
Dallas   That is a curious old tale, my master.
            
Lucius   But true. Perhaps all souls might be called to account in this place. Why not? There is a myriad of things unknown.
            
Dallas   And having said all that, home we hied to our vexed island.
            
Then, by our ironical history of Ireland, Lucius was forced out to war, Great Elizabeth not having such great control of her ravening generals as we had hoped, or indeed as she had promised. And in that shift of things we sensed even greater darkness coming.
It was a new English lord that took it in his head that all Old English lords were weakened.
And fell upon Lysaght lands with his teeming army.
            
Now that great mildewed, massive, unwashed army was composed of savage men, the like of demons in an ancient story. They spoke their different English like a pouring sewer. It was rasping, grinding, crashing in the mouth, with their howling phrases, and their spitting wit. They seemed to know not civis, civitas or urbs, though they fought in the name of Elizabeth.
            
Such fell on Lucius Lysaght.
We geared ourselves to fight.
Since I was a servant I but followed Lucius to war. Yet I hoped it might bring me my change of fortune.
Now Lucius in his battle gear.
               

I had no honoured place, but banged his gear and plates back smooth like a blacksmith in the evening, and combed his hair, and picked the white lice off his vests and pants – (doing so) – because at war there was no washing, and those English hordes were lousy as a ship.
            
The battle – the new English lords and their men against Lucius and his men. Slow killing and toil. Music.
               

That was the battle of Baltimore, if you have heard – long piles of killed swordsmen, with lacerated limbs, and so much blood, we called the field the Field of Blood from that time on.
Picture the beautiful army of Lucius, in their honoured suits, a hundred men of substance from his lands. Picture the opposing rabble that stood for an army, in their thirsting, hungry manner. Hear the harsh, roaring leader floundering on, and steel entering those extraordinary breasts, as brave as bears must be, and elegant in some wise as wolves.
How we managed to crush them, I do not know. The old Christian God smiling not upon the new.
            
But even in general victory, my own heart was mired in bitter thoughts.
No moment came, no chance of valour, or work of victory proper to myself.
Onlooker only ever, debased, crushed down by my unlucky father, I returned to our mansion only the servant I was, unchanged.
Mrs Reddan   I took their coming strangely. I did not like to see that man return, that Dallas Sweetman, with his lying name. I knew my lovely Lucinda was safe from him in Lisbon, and was grown a woman too, but still, to see that thieving ignorant soul return, even though it brought Lucius home – I could not be glad.
            
Oh, let me present a comely history, concordant with the facts.
By this time, though Lucius was growing old, we had wed. I was content to be the human coals to warm his side. I loved him, and he loved me, and his sister loved me, and she knew I would not upset her portion. I bore a child to him, late though I was in the summer of my life. Lucius called me beautiful, though I was not, God knew, and yet in my confinement he prayed at the door, for the mercy of a deliverance. God heard his excellent prayers. He was a caring, curious, contenting man.
Dark looks and hatred was all I got from Dallas Sweetman, and at my request he was put out on the land, to work as a steward, and not set his boots indoors, though in truth he was for ever creeping in. His hopeless performance at the war, proving himself a mere servant in his soul, had also altered him in Lucius’s sight, who had expected better of him. Now he was not a man of miracles, but of falling.
            
This is better truth.
Lucinda and Matthew had been sent to Lisbon, yes. After some years of study, Matthew went ever deeper in his fervent prayers, and became a monk.
But Lucinda could not abide where she was. Her simple loving heart always turned to Lucius, her own heart calling to his heart across the sea between them. And we feared her return, Lucius and I, for her sake.
There was nothing of Dallas Sweetman in it, he was quite forgotten in her heart.
Burned away, a dry leaf in a bonefire.
Dallas   How like that ruined, ended, blinded, scrap of Jaques’s I am, here in this place of darkening fortune, telling of things long past, as if to tell them were to live them o’er again.
            
Dust in my mouth the meat of other days, dust in my crown the blowing summer days.
When youth was there but not accounted, youth was there and never noticed.
And nothing built up as ballast against this factual struggle of old age.
But I must go on, recount to you this most grievous passage coming, when things so happened that I lost my better soul.
Sweet judges, listen, and understand me, as I paw at the four locked gates of the New Jerusalem, ever locked against me.
Music.
               

A fellow like me come out of England on his father’s side, and whose mother moreover was a Godkin from the Barony Forth of Wexford, still may love Ireland.

            
But Ireland changes by the year, she is like the barnacle that becomes the goose at length, and who could tell their cousinage?
Yet for a truer native like Lucinda, Ireland is a tune, a ground of life, a telling story.
And she wrote to tell Lucius she was sorry homesick for us all, for him in chief (I hoped a touch for me).
Lucinda   (reading the letter) ‘My beloved father, loved above all others.
            
‘While well understanding the reasons for my exile, I am sending this to you as an opening of my heart.
‘My father, I yearn to lay my head on your shoulder as in our old days, and sit with you as we once did, and go out into the failing light and see the sun go down in all his kingly attire, red and gold, and stand together in the old silence.
‘The fields, the meadows, the margins of woods, the islands beyond – all call me home. The edifice of what you are, most of all.
‘My father, allow me to come home, if only for a stated term. I am withering here in Lisbon, despite the great kindness of the Princess, and all the promise of what I will inherit. Spread of orchards, infinite estates, are very little beside my love for you.
‘Your daughter, Lucinda.’
Lucius with the letter, Dallas attending.
               

Lucius   I tell you, this must be done well. Now even more than before the Protestant heresy looms over young minds. I would she might stay in Lisbon. But if home she must come, it will be by strict instructions. She must travel with a trusted priest and speak to no one, unless they are vouched for by religion and name. I will write to her, Dallas, and say these things.
            
Dallas   That is wisdom, sir, doubtless.
            
And so he did.
The Princess of Brazil comes forward, Lucinda before her. The Princess is very gorgeous and wonderful in her clothes. She lifts a crucifix and advances on Lucinda, as if to drive it through her head. Lucinda doesn’t flinch.
               

And the Princess of Brazil was of the same mind as Lucius.
Princess   I beg thee, little waif and wanderer, not to travel to so benighted and disastrous a country, where my own influence is a sparrow’s. Stay with me here, marry a person of this court, and I will grant thee lands and title, and make thee a proper Portuguese lady, and shrive all Irishness from you, as a token to pull thee from Death both temporal and spiritual.
            
Lucinda   My heart aches for Ireland, Majesty, and for the embrace of my father.
            
Princess   But I have such orchards and acres to give, stay with me here, do not risk to go back into that foul country, once so sweet with Catholic thought, but now like a poisoned well, that may kill you to drink from.
            
Lucinda   (opening her palms in supplication) Let me go, great Princess, back into the embrace of my father and my country.
            
Dallas   So, a priest was chosen of immaculate character, that he might protect her, a man of darkened middling years.
            
She travelled with this man in some small splendour, in that she had always near her a gold toilet equipage so she might keep herself dainty on the journey, to the value of five thousand pounds.
            
If she married of course, she was to bring an enormous dowry to that man, as being the only girl, and dearly loved and prized by her father, all the more so now her brother was a monk.
Whoever wed her would take the Lysaght name unto himself, and be a sort of semi-Lysaght for the ages.
I do not know the weather for her ship, but it duly brought her to Rosscarbery, in her own county of Cork.
The sound of harbour water and the bells and knockings of ships. Lucinda in her travelling cloak.
               

In the small hours of the night it docked.
When first light came she gathered her dresses and herself, and her equipage was to be following after.
The gangplank, by a forced provision of the tide, had quite a span between ship and shore. As she crossed over, her dresses caught in something, and pulled her sideways, and she fell with a yelling splash into the filthy harbour, causing the sailors and the captains there to scurry about like woodlice disturbed by a lifted rock.
Lucinda simply sits on the ground, the cloak spreading as if floating.
               

The priest in whose care she was, hesitated and dithered, not knowing what to do, and fearing the water himself.
Her dresses held her floating. But slowly, down between the terrible ship and the stony harbour wall, she could be seen to be sinking, sinking.
Suddenly from out the idle crowd a man came forth.
He was a tall, dark-suited man, with a beaky nose, and he jumped quite fearless into the brine, and came up just beside her, and catching a rope thrown down, pulled her to him like the wisp she was, and bound the rope around her, and the sailors pulled her up, then threw it for him again.
            
The Reverend Mountifort Longfield appears, ties a rope around her.
               

Lucinda stood pouring on the dockside, but refusing to move away, still peering back down at her rescuer.
In the slug of the tide, the ship pressed closer to the wharf, pinning the gentleman below. With keenest thought, she arranged the sailors on the stones, and told them to push at their gigantic ship, and rock it by inches back, and this they did, and the unknown man was free, and was pulled up.
When he came to the top of the wharf, dripping and laughing, with a broken hand, Lucinda fell to her knees and thanked him, and gazed up at the face that had given her back her life.
Mountifort pulls her close.
               

It was a long, strange face, but laughing still, and it was then the poor priest saw that the man was a reverend of that very selfsame creed she was to have been protected from.
She saw this too, but seemed to have no pain of it.
She looked at the fuddled priest, and this easy, smiling man, and maybe in that moment she made a choice, and suffered some dark sea-change.
At any rate, news came to us in Baltimore that she was betrothed to be wed.
Lucius appears.
               

To this very man –
Lucius   This evil minister –
            
Dallas   – as Lucius called him, as he paced his private rooms. The priest himself carried this terrible news.
            
He was not just raging, poor Lucius Lysaght, but also weeping. He boiled up against this unknown man, this thief of his daughter. He wished him dead, he wished him gone.
Lucius   That my own sweet child should bring this catastrophe on me. To a family that for five hundred years has worshipped at a proper altar, that for seventy years and more has resisted the perversion of their creed, and yet loved King and Queen. Held all their lands despite rapacious challenge. Seen the storm of Protestantism rising, like a thousand white horses on Baltimore Strand, and resisted. My head is bare to her, my heart is open, she strikes my crown and stabs me through. I wish, Dallas Sweetman, you had never found her on the beach, and that the pirates might have had her.
            
Dallas   But I knew this speech was false. His mind was aching with that awful fear, that piercing sword, when a man of strong belief is asked to bend.
            
But bend he could not.
Lucinda   Mountifort took me from the sea, as the sea started to devour me. I saw his love in his long face, and for my part loved him just as fiercely, simply. When it was to be a choice between him and my father, my heart parted like an apple, one half was all Mountifort, but the other half was thrown into the mire, to be stamped on by devils. But there is a rightness in the fog of things, and I followed the sound that spoke of rightness. He was my love, ordained in some long ago. It was a woman’s love, grown and complete, a yearning and a confusing delight. I could not have enough of him, like a luxury sent from afar in small quantities, even as I kissed him I starved for more kisses. My love was famishing and fulfilling all in one. But the word that came from my father, of distress and pain, was like that owl that sounds his one note over the boglands in the night, sweet and terrible, and something in me heeded it, and something in me prevented me going. I loved my father in infinite measure, and yet there was a greater infinity in my love for Mountifort, and his for me. He was just a tall, long-faced, easy, ordinary man, that seemed to me the definition of celestial all the same. And that is the force of human love, transmuting, instructing, bidding.
            
Dallas   Lucinda was sent a notice not to come home, to stay where she was, wherever that was. Moreover, there would be no question of a dowry, as Lucius would disinherit her immediately.
            
By this means he hoped to cool her. That she might return contrite, begging for mercy and forgiveness. Lucius was certain the evil prelate – whose name we now knew was Mountifort Longfield, a well-born man enough for all that – would not wish to marry a beggar. The priest was the messenger in it all.
Lucius presumed the rescuer of his daughter a villain, because of his unholy cloth.
In this he was wrong. I was told that Mountifort Longfield laughed, as was his wont, and said she would do as the angel she was, which was a person beyond price.
Lucius dismissed the priest, who had to slink back to Lisbon to God knows what fate, to endure the wrath of the Princess of Brazil.
Lucius dons his great cloak.
               

You will wish to be told that Lucius came through this sorrow, and some great boon came to him to save his heart. It was not so. He put all his lands and buildings in order, went over the bay to Sherkin, and fell from the great cliff there in a darkling night.
            
Mrs Reddan   Oh, foul, most foul. I am amazed at this vile history.
            
Lucius sits on the ground, the cloak spreading about him.
               

Dallas   Three days I lay in that very selfsame room where I had hid his children all those years before. I lay upon the selfsame bed, with its withered peltings, and wept. I wept for poor Lucius, that kingly, kindly man.
            
Now foul Mrs Reddan was to be queen of everything, and that I could not bear. I packed my few sticks and books, and set out for Cork.
Mrs Reddan appearing.
               

Mrs Reddan   Oh, let me set this to rights.
            
At length Lucinda came home. At the harbour of Rosscarbery she fell into the water and was rescued by a young man in holy orders. He risked his own life by jumping in to save her, and for this she gave him her very love. It was difficult vexing news for Lucius. In the first part, as a Protestant she would lose her Portuguese inheritance. In the second, he worried for her immortal soul. Yet Lucius was kind above all. He went to see her. Although with me he expressed a violent choler, yet when Lucinda showed the man to him, and asked for his forgiveness and his blessing, Lucius after much debate and vexatious thinking obliged. She already had her golden equipage, and Lucius added five thousand pounds to her dowry. Her husband we knew would have taken her with nothing, but I am sure was well pleased with this progression.
Lucius   We must learn how to live in Ireland. Old ways are weakening and there must be new. My happiness has been recomposed by my new wife. Likewise, my darling Lucinda, may it be with you. Be both Catholic and Protestant, Old and New English, and in all regards a child of this country, and may we all be happy. Our country is uncertain and tumultuous. God protect us, and bless our future and our progeny.
            
Mrs Reddan  On Lucius’s return, disappeared Dallas Sweetman from our estate.
            
Music.
               

Dallas   There was fierce rage in me. All the long road, as I urged my pony on, I thought of my perfect master, and resolved to kill this man that had murdered him and all his world.
            
Mrs Reddan   Your words no longer bear anything in them except a general misery and sorrow.
            
Dallas   When the name Lucinda was on my lips, I spat, and cursed her.
            
I called her a harlot to the old Cork skies, and gave thanks to God her mother had not lived to see this sundering of her faith, the purpose of their lives undone.
Mountifort Longfield had a handsome house, and a glebe of some rapacious Protestant lord. It was situated at the edge of that great city, with its own orchard and lawns and sharp-cut hedges.
Easy as an innocent I approached the house, and told who I was, and asked to see my lady.
I must have seemed so quiet, gentle, true, that there was seen to be no trouble in it, and I was brought up to her room to talk with her.

            
Mountifort and Lucinda seated, like an emblem of marriage.
               

There she sat with Mountifort by her. I walked in a door one kind of man, but when I saw her, I was entirely changed.
She looked like a ghost, a wraith, a blowing flower.
No substance had she, with sunken face, her young eyes so blue but rimmed with sooty black. Mountifort Longfield held her arm, as if for fear she might fall from her chair without support.
She asked me in broken voice the story of her father. I told it true, but simple and short, not to add to her signalling pain. I told her also that he loved her to the last, and spoke ever softly of her. That he did not kill himself for her, but because he had lost his wits, a thing, I said, long gathering, I believed, having watched him these last years.
Her listening face.
               

As I spoke, the poison rose up from her skin, it seemed, and a tiny faint blush of pink touched again on her cheeks, like slight, first flowers in the prime.
He embraces her.
               

You will say, my judges, I did wrong.
Why did I not tell the truth, and cast down and blight her as a blasphemous witch?
But, my judges, so soft was she, so slight, so ruined, I could not but put her together again, if I could.
Mountifort gets up and embraces Dallas.
               

Mountifort Longfield, himself a gentle man, rose from his place, walked down the long scrubbed floor, and to my amazement, took me in his arms.
I had never been embraced so strange before, a thought from the great distant past assaulted me, and I remembered my own father doing so, before the days of his ruin.
            
What a strange matter it was.
Mrs Reddan   (shaking her head, quietly now) You lie.
            
Dallas   Mountifort Longfield, that deadly man, as I had thought, in the moment that he thanked me, returned to me a vision of my lost father.
            
I was received into the household as a valued man.
I was more than servant then. Mountifort was interested in my birth, he too had cousins in the Barony Forth of Wexford, and knew that ancient story, of Englishness alive and fostered in that place. For the first time since young manhood I felt myself to be a man, a personage of some weight, a living heart.
In many things he consulted me from that day forth, and always looked to me for special wisdom, though wisdom I had not. Such was the ways of Mountifort Longfield, the very ways that Lucinda of course had seen, even as she knelt on the quay.
Yes, yes, and I changed my cloth. I turned my blessed coat. I thought, if Lucinda is to be Protestant, so must I.
What a fearing change was that?
Would I not burn in that Catholic Hell, my soul boil like an onion in that vast soup of human tears? I supposed it might. Yet was I willing to cross over, against all the centuries of my sort, because – because my life in the human present was given back to me.
And no, Lucinda was not immune to age. She aged as we all do. Nor no children as a blessing given. She narrowed and paled with the years, her first beauty rubbed out like a final gold line on an evening landscape.
She rose into a different beauty, that a civil face may keep, a more perfect beauty because made by the hiding soul itself.
            
And if she was to be old, how much older I? Grievous and withering, with ‘shrinking shank’ indeed.
But what of that truly?
Oh, Lucius died, but also, not many years later, died away all his world, the signs and wonders of his kind, vanishing away in slaughter and hindrance, like many in Ireland before them, in the long and painful turning of time.
But I have seen great goodness on the earth of Ireland, and that is no little thing. I saw Lucius Lysaght, the finest of Catholics, deal in the world with grace. And his daughter Lucinda, peerless Protestant, show her light to the wondering world.
And though I am small, and dark, and of no import, I gauge the width of my own self by these things.
Saying, these matters I saw for myself on the earth, these matters I witnessed, and puzzled for myself.
In Ireland, that puzzle which cannot be puzzled out – and may God commend it.
And as I teeter here on the edge of some second death, and wait for God the great pirate of Araby to fetch me off, and talk to you, my friends, my judges, I commend you all to God.
And commend all Englishmen in Ireland to Him, and all who deserve it, as I may myself.
Dallas stands in silence.
               

Have I spoken fully? Have I spoken well?
Mrs Reddan   In your faces he throws his watery truth.
            
His story, his history, cancels out his soul, he is rescinded, burned away, like a wishbone in a bonefire, where the truth is flames.
Lucinda and Mountifort had not many days of happiness. For soon Mountifort Longfield was found slain. Some secret man, as first we thought, in rage and anger, seeming to approach Lucinda’s husband with gladness and cheer, came close to him, all close, like a friend or a brother, and drawing a short sword that he had hidden in his coat, drove it into the reverend gentleman to the hilt, murdering him in cold and terrible murder.
Yes, yes, Dallas Sweetman.
The murderer fled away, nor was found again in the general mire of Ireland.
Lucius withered and thinned, till his face had the skin of the flower Honesty. The sorrow and grieving of his daughter famished him.
She vanished also from our ken. News came now and then of her being sighted in some vicinity, she seemed to thread her way through the English towns of Ireland, asking here and there her patient, terrible question. She was seeking a man and, item by item, described him where she went. For years she journeyed, even as Elizabeth died and James came to the throne. But great matters of history were nothing to her now. I imagined her growing ragged and dark, an image of avenging love, ever looking for the murderer of her husband.
My lovely old Lucius, bent with horrid care, rowed in his gristled strength a little skiff out to Sherkin Island, must have walked in some state of perplexity to the cliff, and from there fell.
An act of murder just as sure as if Dallas Sweetman had put that same sword into his heart.
            
Speak, speak, Dallas, the darkness is falling round these ancient roofs, night’s old cloak thrown casually round us, speak now, speak now.
Dallas   My story – my history. That I undertook to tell you. As proof of my innocence. And of Mrs Reddan’s lies.
            
It seemed true as I spoke it. It did. In many respects was true.
But my mouth is full of ashes.
My judges, you have paid heed to me, conferred on me I think the compliment of belief.
I thank you.
Is not God also in this great hull of stone, this passing ship that does not pass, this rearing place that clenches to the earth? He is, He is, may He protect me.
I hear the roaring of the waterfall, right enough, and taste the mist that it engenders. I am to fall.
But so –
With angry heart I went to Cork, just as I said.
I had my sword nesting in my cloak.
Mountifort Longfield rose up, just as I said, oh yes, oh yes, to greet me. God give me that scene again in reality, so I may change it, but even He cannot.
Yet I would still go back, ask old Father Time to wend back that way with his scythe, leading me along the road, go back, go back, speaking all language backwards, telling all stories backwards, till we reach again that moment, when I might have shown – not mercy exactly.
The love I owed her, as the owner of my heart.
I drew out my sword, his face opened in amazement. He spread his arms, it was as if to welcome my thrust, how could that be? He neither ran nor feinted sideways. He uttered a prayer to his God. This put more rage in me. And he opened his palms towards me.
            
I drove in the sword, I hacked at him as he fell, and broke his head.
I killed him, killed him, that good man.
The true love of the woman that I loved.
I fled from that place of ruin, Lucinda’s calling, crying voice behind me, tying about my soul in twines of iron.
Mrs Reddan   Oh, foolish, broken, mortal man.
            
Dallas   And Lucius killed himself, after, after I left his house, and I had done my work against the gentle reverend. I can well conjure why. He will have thought that, in speaking against Mountifort in my presence, in such raging terms, he had inadvertently seemed to commission me to kill him, and had destroyed his daughter’s happiness thereby – no repentance enough for that.
            
That was the infinite discrimination of his mind.
And if that is also to my charge, I accept it, and take his life also as a cancellation on my soul.
No repentance enough – and still to live.
God strike me down, condemn me, break me under His holy heel, unable to forgive, unable to forgive.
This I know.
My judges. My judges.
I fled away, to find such wilderness where only wolves would live, and men like wolves, all those wide and lonely tracts of Ireland, where it is dangerous even for a robin to alight and seek a worm. And there for a long time I roamed, dirtied and ragged, with a lengthening beard, till I was a very wolf myself, worthy only of slaughter.
            
Weeks, months later, I hardly knew the why, I asked benediction of one of those new priests, of the new faith, and turned my coat, in hopeless hope to be something of what she was.
To be at length, at least, close to her in Heaven.
Then coming into a little dirty village, somewhere near Baltimore as it happened, by my old districts wandering, and stopping for an hour in a low drinking-house, I heard my own story in the mouth of a stranger, how Lucius had died, and how his daughter sought everywhere the killer of her love.
And that seemed a dark miracle, till I thought, it is now the first-told story of this place, casually told to all.
For all suffering becomes at length a mere story, as a mocking afterlife of all our pains.
‘I shal tellen thee a feithful tale,’ quod he.
The stranger, not knowing me, told the tale as you might a fable, or a little handful of cindery lies.
But it was all truth, I knew.
Terrible, hurting, killing truth.
Mrs Reddan   There, in his mouth, at last, the wakening coal of truth, red on his trembling tongue, burning and mining down into his throat, to touch his foul heart, brambled and cut by his deeds. Now I can nest in silence, tuck my coat, and go, and wander back across those fields I do not know, the neat cold farms of this Kent, and dwindle away, a figure in the distance, till distance snuffs me out. Not the victory I envisaged as we began, which was to see him sucked down before me into Hell, his lies packed back into his soul like fire, but I am strangely content.
            
There is sorrow enough everywhere in this tale to engender in me the glimmer of forgiveness.
A mystery.
She goes.
               

Dallas   After that, I went looking for her. It was strange to be looking for someone I knew was looking for me, to dispatch me. But, I could not find her. Maybe an old man can find no one. An old man, like an old house with one last light in it. My desire was not to explain, not to be forgiven, but to be near her. So she could do as she wished, and desired, do what was proper to her. Because that was all that remained of me, the last tincture of myself, and maybe in the upshot the truest part of me, my love for her.
            
I am to be swallowed up in Hell, to cry out like Jonah in the fiery smithy of the whale.
And yet as I burn in the eternal flame, something of me will burn harder, brighter, my love, my laughable, ruinous and unnoticed love.
From far off appears a glimmering figure, which starts the long walk down to him through the body of the cathedral. Music.
               

It’s a woman in her travelling cloak.
               

When she reaches Dallas, she pulls down the hood.
               

 Lucinda   I am Lucinda Lysaght, do you know me?
            
Dallas   Yes, yes, I am your servant.
            
She reveals a sword under the cloak, raises it above him.
               

Lucinda   I will strike you, Dallas, for the safety of your soul. You have done such wrong to me, you whom I loved as a child, you who watched over me, who taught me all the mysteries and the wonders, of the stars and the sun, of the Greeks and the Carthaginians, the rising and the falling of men and empires, of all human things.
            
Dallas looks up at her, spreads his arms, and turns the palms towards her.
               

Dallas   Lucinda, Lucinda. I welcome it. It is just.
            
Lucinda   You are in every way beyond justice, Dallas, for what you did to my beloved.
            
Dallas   No man is beyond justice, though he may lie out on the margins of forgiveness, as I do myself. But I look in over the human fields, and yearn to be there again.
            
Lucinda   I have searched for you and searched for you, I have looked in cabins and in little cities, I have asked for you by name, and drawn your face, and shown it, and searched and searched.
            
Dallas   And all the while I went out to find you.
            
Lucinda   Why to find me, when you knew I would have you dead?
            
Dallas   That I might stand near you again, and see your face, just for a moment. The wren flies into his nest, in a twinkle. I desired only so much time.
            
Lucinda   You see my face now. Are you satisfied? Before I bring this sword down on your head?
            
Dallas   I am satisfied. I have done you wrong so great I believe you are just in your action. By your action now you may bring me back into the book of life. But the stranger thing is, this great happiness in me, just to see you. Your face radiates for me like a country lamp, like the sun in childhood, like the fire of my parents, like my favourite word, like the robin’s wife to the robin when she returns in the summer.
            
Lucinda   Your happiness is unwelcome, ridiculous, disgusting. You destroyed my own. You killed Mountifort Longfield, my husband.
            
Dallas   I did. I confessed to that, you know?
            
Lucinda   Do you boast of your contrition?
            
Dallas   May God forgive me. You need not. Strike me down. If it is what fits the crime, what must be done, let it be done.
            
Lucinda   You are almost brave. I took you for a creeping coward now, all changed and ruined, but I see there is something of Dallas Sweetman in you still, that kindly servant of my father’s, whom I loved.
            
Dallas   I have been made braver by being made smaller, by the wearing down of the wheel of living, the great grindstone of God which grinds us, till we are only dust for a loaf. Strike me.
            
Lucinda   Do not ask me to strike you. Resist me. Cower before me, cry out for life, beg me for forgiveness, creep and crawl, let me take your much-desired life for the much-desired life you took. In my head I carry him, in my heart I bear him, in my soul I have him nesting. And still, and still I know there is nothing there, because you made nothing of him. You saw him, ordinary and simple in his life, and put in this sword where his living self was beating, and destroyed him. So that my face cracked, my bones became slivers, my hands became hooks of torture, you laid on my backbone a great tonnage of grief, and I died at waking, and died at sleeping, it was all deaths with me, for the loss of him. The one perfect answer to my human question, the wood pigeon that answered my wood pigeon’s call, co-co-co-rico. To be endlessly sounded now, till the woods have fallen, the sky has burned out to black, and the earth is a cinder in the hearth of God, and it is all gone, all love, all present feeling, all future of laughter, all future of tears, till the last thing left is the cry of a woman, all her loves taken from her, a last cry, till God presses it smaller and smaller, till it is gone, infinitely gone, but still at the heart of it, the very heart of nothing, the invisible centre, my grief, my grief. Lay out your bare head to be killed.
            
Dallas   Like so, like so? Is this crawling enough? I have seen you, and now need no more life. I am content. I am ready to go. Like old St Thomas, I desire it.
            
Lucinda raises the sword higher as if to bring it down on his head, Dallas closes his eyes, waiting, waiting, but at the last moment she seems to lose her strength and lets it fall clattering onto the ground.
               

(Wearily.) Rise up, Dallas Sweetman, I cannot kill you now.
            
Rise   up, rise up.
            
She almost has to reach down and help him up. He gets to his feet.
               

I am too weary. I have a long way to go. I cannot go alone. I cannot. Will you follow me? Will you be my servant again?
Dallas   (utterly surprised, and eager) I will, I will.
            
Lucinda   Though we walk through the woods of wolves, though we pass through the mires of demons and saints?
            
Dallas   No matter, I will.
            
Lucinda   Through the fields of blood, through the halls of difficult histories, will you follow me?
            
Dallas   I will.
            
Lucinda   And what of human love, the darkest mire of all, will you follow me through that?
            
Dallas   I will. I will gladly.
            
She touches his arm, exhausted.
               

Lucinda   Then, follow me.
            
They hold there a few moments. Music.
               

They go, Dallas following Lucinda.
               

End.
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