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         This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are the work of the author's imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities is entirely coincidental.
   

      
   


   
      
         
            To Cashel Grey, my first Connemara pony, and her numerous successors, who between them have provided the inspiration and experience necessary to write this book.

         

      
   


   
      
         All incidents and characters in this book are purely fictitious and any resemblance to real characters, living or dead, or to actual events, is entirely coincidental.
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      t was one of those glorious early summer days in Connemara that make winter appear like nothing but a bad dream. The sun shone on glittering blue waters, the bogs had a soft green cover of fresh new grass, and even the bare mountainsides were enlivened by dashes of bright colour. The air was clear and gentle, resounding with bird-song and the humming of bees, and sweetly scented by a host of wild flowers.

         Seeing it now, it was hard to imagine that only a few weeks before, this country had been hostile and grey, lashed by vicious Atlantic gales, washed by torrents of rain. People had run for shelter, huddled in front of turf fires. On the mountains animals had shivered, lean and shaggy, weakened by the lack of grass.

         Then suddenly one day…winter was over. The miracle had occurred, this year as every year, and as usual in this part of the world, it happened overnight. Storms and chills were soon forgotten, as Connemara enjoyed a long spell of hot sunny weather, just at the time when all its inhabitants—animals as well as humans—needed it most.

         This afternoon, a group of about eight men were working the turf on one of the bogs near the foot of Cashel Hill, a mountain rising above a sheltered inlet of the Atlantic. They were all Cashel men whose families jointly had held this plot for generations.

         In Connemara, as in other parts of rural Ireland, each man cuts his own turf to keep his family warm in winter. It is a seasonal task, beginning in early spring, as soon as the ground is dry enough. Sods are dug out of long straight ditches and then, after a drying period, piled into little pyramids called footings to enable the sun and air to dry them further. Later the turf is stacked by the roadside; towards the end of the summer it is ready to be brought back to the house, to be stacked neatly by the gable or, even better, in a special turf shed. In a good year without too much rain the turf dries into concentrated efficient fuel. But after a wet summer, you face a winter with smoky, unwilling fires that give off little heat.

         This looked like being a good year for turf. Most of the digging was already done, and the men were now busy with the footings. They were working methodically, piling the turf into neat little heaps, eight to ten sods in each, standing in straight lines. Some worked faster than others; some took greater care. The neatest footer of all was a man called Marty MacDonagh, but then he was the kind who always did well in a team situation—it was as if he needed to show that he could do a job better than another man.

         It was therefore somewhat surprising to the others that today Marty’s work showed none of its usual tidiness. His footings were crooked and uneven, some had even collapsed. And he wasn’t keeping up with the others; he was at least twenty footings behind the slowest, who was a young lad doing his very first season on the bog.

         One of the front workers, a man called Long John, because he was at least a head taller than any other, made a gesture in Marty’s direction and winked at Seamus Lee, the man next to him.

         “I’d say Marty has other things but turf on his mind today.”

         “And wouldn’t I make a bet on what it is?” said Seamus, sniggering.

         Marty was far away, but sounds carry on the bog, and he had heard every word they said. He straightened up and looked at them proudly. He was well used to the ribbing from the other men and had an answer ready for each of their comments.

         “Well,” he said loudly. “Who would be thinking of turf that had a prize-winning mare at home, due for her first-born any minute? Not that any of you would understand,” he muttered in conclusion.

         That was enough to shut them up. No one was in a position to argue, since all they had ever won was a fifth or sixth prize at a small, local pony show. Marty’s Connemara pony consistently took the championship—not only on her own home ground but all over Ireland, even at the Dublin show, beating contestants from every other part of the country, as well as horses of every other breed! This was a feat previously unheard of, and all over Connemara patriotic pride had conquered envy. Everyone shared in Marty’s triumph, as if the mare had belonged to them all. And apart from the slagging, which the men simply could not resist, they willingly forgave Marty for the tendency to conceit that had inevitably developed along with his many wins.

         “Have you the stable finished yet, Marty?” asked one of the other men.

         Marty had pulled down his old stable and was building a new one, twice as large and fitted with all kinds of luxuries to house the mare and her offspring.

         “That’s just it,” Marty sighed. “I haven’t. Three weeks I’ve been waiting for the roofing materials. But there isn’t a sign of Malachy.”

         “He be doing the turf like the rest of us,” someone suggested lightly.

         “I’ll tell you one thing,” said a man called Connell O’Donnell, who seemed to specialise in informing people of things they already knew, “Malachy’s prices may be cheaper—and he doesn’t charge VAT—but when it comes to delivery, he isn’t all that reliable.”

         “Veronica has had to go into the old pigsty,” said Marty in an aggrieved voice, as if this was the worst fate that could have befallen his darling.

         Colm Keane suddenly woke up. He was a strong and wiry man not afraid of speaking his mind.

         “What is she doing in the pigsty?” he demanded. “She should be out enjoying the sunshine, like every other God’s creature. Are you afraid she be getting freckles?”

         At this the other men laughed. Marty considered saying something scathing about “being shown the gate” but decided he couldn’t be bothered. The only time Colm had shown his mare, at Roundstone, he had been sent out of the ring before the actual judging started. That was the utmost humiliation—to be told that your pony was not even fit to be judged.

         The work continued in silence, everyone feeling slightly depressed by the thought of Marty’s gorgeous pony cooped up in the pigsty. Colm was right, she should be running around the fields, pleasing the eye of anyone passing, not be locked away, preserved as in aspic for the sole purpose of the shows. There was no arguing that, where feminine beauty was concerned, there wasn’t the like of her the length and breadth of Ireland. She combined all that was best in the Connemara breed, the solid strength passed down by her Celtic ancestors and the elegance and quality contributed by later infusions of Arab and Thoroughbred blood. It didn’t take an expert to appreciate her bulging front, her lovely rounded hind quarters, the straight shapely legs. As to her face… once seen, it was never forgotten: dark wistful eyes… large quivering nostrils…ears finely chiselled as by a master sculptor…

         Her coat was a light dappled grey. She had a flowing mane and tail as white as snow. Rumour had it that Marty had been spotted in Moran’s Medical Hall in Clifden buying large supplies of peroxide, but then, surely it was permissible to help nature along with a creation that was anyhow so close to perfection.

         The pony’s name, which might seem farfetched by Connemara standards, had been given her by Marty’s elder brother Tommy, when he was home on holiday from the States. He had been working for forty years as a barman in Hollywood, of all places, and he spent every night in the local pubs entertaining old friends with gossip from the world of the silver screen, boasting that there wasn’t a film star in the history of Hollywood that he hadn’t had the pleasure to know personally. (That, I would say, means he’s spotted them in the bar, one man commented behind his back. Or on film, more likely, said another.)

         Anyhow, his all-time favourite was the actress Veronica Lake, famous for her platinum blonde curtain of hair. At the sight of Marty’s yearling filly, even then a striking young lady with a long blonde mane and fluttering eyelids, he had exclaimed:

         “She looks just like Veronica Lake! You’re gonna have to call her Veronica!”

         And since that day no one had disputed that Veronica was a most fitting name for what was undoubtedly Ireland’s most glamorous pony.

          
   

         Long John, who was in the lead with his footings, decided it was time for a break. He straightened up and stretched from top to toe, first backwards, then to the left and to the right. Bog work was hard on your back, especially if the back was as long as his.

         Relaxing, he stood for a while looking out over the sun-baked landscape, enjoying the sight. It was scorchingly hot—so hot, in fact, that Long John had to take off his cloth cap for a minute. That did not happen very often. Few people had seen Long John without his cap on.

         Down below life seemed to have assumed a quieter pace than normal. A lobster boat chugged slowly out to sea. The cottages looked to be dozing as peacefully as the cattle in the fields. Even the lambs kept still amongst the boulders: fluffy white dots in the distance, looking a bit like the bog-cotton growing around the turf plot.

         Then all of a sudden, he felt, rather than saw, a movement somewhere behind him. Long John turned to face the great mountains. There it was, still almost imperceptible, but gradually growing in strength. The supple new grass was bending in a characteristic circular pattern, only about thirty feet across. The bog-cotton swirled in the air above it, like smoke from a chimney on a cold day. The wind reached the little lough in the valley and set off a series of short waves, chasing each other around and around, as if someone had stirred the surface with a whisk.

         A broad smile spread across Long John’s rugged face. He turned to the others, who were all too busy with the footings to notice what was happening. With thinly veiled pleasure he looked out again, and said:

         “If it isn’t the cuaifeach.”

         The cuaifeach (pronounced koo-foch) is Irish for a special kind of wind, a whirlwind, in fact, or a mini-tornado, appearing only in Connemara and mainly in late spring or early summer following a period of hot dry weather. There is a simple meteorological explanation for this phenomenon: as the ground becomes overheated, the surface air is set in motion, and the unusual topographical conditions of Connemara then cause the hot air to whirl round.

         But the Connemara people themselves favour a different explanation—one that is really much more interesting. According to them, the cuaifeach is a wind stirred up by fairies on the move. Why else would it be so unpredictable, so wicked and so devastating? Most of them will have suffered some destruction at the hand of the cuaifeach. Many seafaring families have lost boats, even friends or relatives, to this ill wind, which, unlike most other ill winds, blows no good at all.

         And still—still—there is delight written over all faces when the cuaifeach blows. In spite of the apprehension as to what it will bring in its wake, there is the joy of being invited to witness something which is not really intended for the eyes of ordinary mortals. In a strange way, the cuaifeach fills you with awe.

         However, on this occasion there was one face in Connemara that registered neither awe nor delight. Marty MacDonagh, who had been lagging even further behind, shot up from the ground so fast that he nearly fell into the trench. He was as white as a sheet under the sunburn he had acquired that day on the bog.

         “The cuaifeach!” he exclaimed, horrified. “Where? Show me—which way is it going?”

         A mischievous glint lit the eye of a man called Paddy Pat. His name was Patrick, once only, but according to Connemara custom, the name of his father had been added to his first name to tell him apart from all other men named Patrick, called Paddy. As it happened, his father was Patrick too—but he was known as Pat.

         “It seems to me,” he said archly, “that it be heading straight for Derrysilla.”

         Derrysilla was the townland where Marty had his farm.

         “Holy Mother of God!” he cried, crossing himself. And then he called out, as if he thought the mare could have heard him: “Veronica! Veronica—I’m coming!”

         A second later he was halfway down the hill, leaving a trail of kicked-over footings behind him.

         The others sighed and shook their heads, as they bent down to put right the damage.

         “Sometimes I wonder,” said Colm Keane, sending a worried look after him. “Sometimes I wonder if that mare won’t be the end of him altogether.”
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M arty was running, running as fast as his short legs would take him. He was a stout man, in his fifties, and not normally given to rushing around—he was more of a thorough, slow-moving character. Now in the heat of the sunny afternoon, he soon found himself panting and sweating profusely. Still nothing in the world could have made him slow down. He was running a race against a formidable opponent: the wicked cuaifeach, out to harm his prized treasure and her, he hoped, as yet unborn progeny.

As he ran, he tried hard not to remember the tales his grandmother had told him about fairies who stole little children, but only the pretty ones, leaving their own ugly changelings in their stead. Would they do the same to a beautiful foal? he asked himself. What if they got there before him and he arrived only to find a hideous donkey-like creature making free of Veronica’s udder!

Firmly telling himself that fairies did not exist, except in the head of his grandmother, Marty crossed the road and cut across the fields, which were for once dry and firm, not wet and boggy. The wind pursued him from behind—as he turned round, he could see it moving through the high grass, tossing any loose objects, litter and even an empty bucket, in the air. He knew—he felt it in his bones— that Paddy Pat had been right. The cuaifeach was making straight for Derrysilla. And not only that—it was aiming specifically at the small derelict structure down at the bottom of his long field.

The old pigsty.

At least he had one advantage over the wind: he moved along a straight line, while the cuaifeach had to go round and round in circles. So even if the wind moved faster, it had a longer way to go.

Perhaps he would get there in time, after all.

He had to. He simply had to. The pigsty was a tumbledown shack, its walls crumbling, the thatch on the roof rotten. After the onslaught of the winter’s storms, it was now so dilapidated it would collapse if you breathed on it. The cuaifeach would do far more than breathe…the pigsty would collapse…with Veronica and her foal, born or unborn, trapped inside it.

Marty sprinted as he had never sprinted before and never wanted to sprint again. He could feel the wind coming closer, it was breathing down his neck, tearing at the shirt on his back. Thirty feet still to go…twenty…ten.

He reached the shed, reached it a second before the cuaifeach launched an attack on the thatched roof, sending large tufts of it flying. After fumbling with the lock for what seemed to him an eternity, Marty eventually managed to fling the door open.

That was his great mistake.

With a force that knocked him off his feet, the cuaifeach rushed past him, in through the open door. What was left of the rotten thatch was catapulted high up in the air, together with a bunch of broken timber-work. Splinters and beams poured into the shed, over Ireland’s most celebrated pony.

“Veronica,” Marty whispered, beside himself with anxiety and exhaustion. “My pet, don’t be frightened. I’m here with you.”

But Veronica didn’t hear him. She was galloping around the field. As the cuaifeach darted in through the door, she had seen her chance of darting out of the dangerous, dark, stinking pigsty.

When Marty finally was able to catch the mare, he himself was more or less recovered, but Veronica appeared to be in a state of shock. The large dark eyes were rolling, she breathed hard and her flanks heaved, covered in lather. Patting and soothing her, Marty looked her over carefully for cuts and bruises. It was then that he discovered the colostrum dripping steadily from her udder.

He knew what that meant: labour was imminent.

There was only one thing to do. He led her gently through the wind, which was still considerable, towards his own cottage, picking up a bale of straw from the hayshed on the way. Veronica had calmed down, she seemed almost resigned, as if she felt that whatever ordeal now lay ahead of her could be no worse than the danger from which she had just escaped.

Bridie MacDonagh, Marty’s wife of thirty years, had gone upstairs to admire the spectacle of the cuaifeach from the safety of the bedroom window, when she saw Marty rush past. She wondered what was up, but the scene that lay before her, the big mountains and the bay, rippled by choppy little winds so unlike the normal Atlantic swell, soon blotted out that concern. She sat, as she often did, just gazing out over the landscape, seeing the colours shift under the influence of the wind. Then her mind slowly started to wander back, to happier times, when the children were still young, still at Derrysilla, still in Connemara, still in Ireland.

She was so deep in thought she never heard Marty come in. A few minutes later, strange noises downstairs drew her out on the upstairs landing. What she saw from there defied her wildest imaginings.

“Marty MacDonagh!” she called in a shrill voice. “Whatever do you think you’re doing? I’m only after hoovering this place!”

Marty was busy spreading straw over the floor of the kitchen—a floor that in his life-time had graduated from trodden earth to cement to linoleum and now lately—to Bridie’s pride: a luxurious fitted carpet from Joyce’s in Oughterard.

“It’s for Veronica,” he mumbled testily, as if that would explain everything.

Only now did Bridie discover the mare standing over by the range, a steaming heap of dung just behind her.

“This, Marty,” Bridie began, her voice trembling with anger. “This really is the last straw.”

“I know it is,” Marty said, exasperated. “My very last bale. I just hope it will do her.”

 

Ever since she won her first rosette as a yearling—at the Galway show four years earlier— Veronica had been a bone of contention between husband and wife. Bridie, like any sensible woman, resented the money and effort expended on the mare who brought them nothing whatsoever in return, apart from the odd rosette, which might be worth a lot to her husband but meant nothing to her. The prize money was negligible in comparison to the bills from the feed merchant, the vet and the blacksmith. Why Veronica should ever need the attention of a blacksmith Bridie could not begin to understand, as the mare was never ridden or worked. The shoes showed off the perfect angle of her hooves, said Marty, made her move even better. As for the vet—the pony only had to snort for Marty to send out a frantic SOS. She had been injected and vaccinated for illnesses so rare Bridie could not even pronounce them.

What had finally set her dead against the mare was the fact that Marty would not consider selling her. Last year it had come to her knowledge that a man from up country had been turned down after offering three thousand pounds for the pony. THREE THOUSAND POUNDS! Bridie had never seen, let alone handled such a sum in her life. What couldn’t she and Marty have done with that money? For a start they could have gone to visit their daughters in Australia, seen the grandchildren they had never yet set eyes upon. Was the mare really more important to him than his own flesh and blood?

When confronted, Marty reluctantly conceded to have Veronica put in foal. Pregnancy might not suit her, he said, some of her valuable condition could be lost, but at least it would give them a top quality foal to sell in the autumn. Then surely Bridie would have nothing to complain about?

But Bridie’s antipathy towards the mare was not only due to such practical considerations. In plain terms—though she would have died rather than admitted it—she was desperately jealous of the pony. To see Marty lavish his attentions on another female, four-legged or otherwise, see him treat her with the utmost tenderness and affection, aroused in Bridie a violent longing to have had the same for herself, if not now, so at least once in life, in the days when they were young and just married. Over the years she had resigned herself to the fact that her husband did not have it in him to give what she was yearning for. No wonder then that it hurt her now to see him pouring it out—over an animal!
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