
   [image: Cover: The Connemara Champion by Ann Henning]

   
      
         
            Ann Henning
   

            The Connemara Champion
   

         

          
   

         
            SAGA Egmont
   

         

      
   


   
      
         
            The Connemara Champion

             
   

            Copyright © 1994, 2022 Ann Henning and SAGA Egmont

             
   

            All rights reserved

             
   

            ISBN: 9788728074794

             
   

            1st ebook edition

Format: EPUB 3.0

             
   

            No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrievial system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor, be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

             
   

            www.sagaegmont.com

Saga is a subsidiary of Egmont. Egmont is Denmark’s largest media company and fully owned by the Egmont Foundation, which donates almost 13,4 million euros annually to children in difficult circumstances.

         

      
   


   
      
         
            To Natasha for coping with Cuaifeach

         

      
   


   
      
         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.
   

      
   


   
      
         
            Critical Times
   

         

      
   


   
      
         
            1
   

         

         A
       man was hurrying up Main Street in Clifden, a little town in Connemara. It was called Main Street as opposed to Market Street, which was the other street in the town. The latter was by far the wider, to allow for stalls and stock on market days, and some contended that it was in fact the main street in the town, but never mind, the man was making his way up Main Street with all its shops, restaurants and public houses.

         It was raining hard and a fair wind was blowing, but he did not seem to notice. His appearance indicated that he had spent some time out in the rain. His trousers were soaked and water ran in rivulets down the lapels of his black jacket—the top part of a lounge suit whose bottom had long since been discarded. The leather of his boots was darkened by mud and water. It was in fact remarkable that he had come out in such weather without being dressed for it. If there is one thing people in Connemara learn almost as soon as they are able to walk, it is to protect themselves against the elements.

         The man stopped, first at one pub and then at another, for a brief glance inside. At Sweeney's, right at the top of the town where the Square joined the two streets together, he found what he was looking for and entered.

         A few friends of his were gathered at the bar downing pints of beer bought for them by a lateseason tourist who, in fair exchange, was being treated to snippets of information about this strange location where his holiday travels had suddenly come to a dead-end.

         "Clifden Castle is a must," said one tall man answering to the name of Long John. "Nowhere in the world will you see a castle like it."

         "Is that the hotel?" asked the tourist. "I saw it last night, beautifully lit up…."

         The men snorted.

         "The hotel! That one's no older than my youngest!"

         "It looked quite ancient to me," the tourist insisted, but the men shook their heads, as much in denial as in disdain.

         "It's a fake. The castle is something else altogether. The real thing. Nothing but ruins."

         They were so engrossed in conversation they hadn't noticed Noel Walsh, the man who had just entered. But as he took a step towards them, they all reacted. The sight of his bare wet head, dark hair plastered over his forehead, water dripping steadily off the tip of his big nose, was enough to reveal that something was seriously wrong.

         "Noel Walsh! Whatever happened to your hat?" Long John exclaimed, as if the absence of his hat was somehow at the core of his troubles. The others felt much the same, used as they were to seeing him crowned with a tweed trilby, faded and crumpled and slightly shrunk by years of battering by the Connemara weather. But the hat had little to do with Noel's problems, except that he had been so preoccupied when he left home, he had forgotten to put it on.

         At first he said nothing, just sank down limply on a barstool. Long John made a discreet gesture to the barman to tend to his needs, which were only too obvious. When Noel finally spoke, his voice sounded strangely flat.

         "He came to see me today."

         "Who for God's sake?" demanded another man called Paddy Pat. "Listening to you, you'd think it was the divil himself had paid you a visit."

         Noel gave him a glance to suggest that this wasn't far out. Then, after heaving a deep sigh, he said in a somewhat steadier voice, "The man from the Department."

         There was a deep silence. The men frowned. For the past few weeks they had heard rumours about a man from the Department of Agriculture going round South Connemara, singling out certain owners of Connemara ponies and subjecting them to a highly intrusive interrogation. He professed to be conducting a survey, but nobody believed this to be true. In Connemara nobody believed a word uttered by a person acting in an official capacity.

         "What was he like?" one of the men wanted to know.

         "Oh, you know the type, a right snob, wearing a suit and tie in the middle of the week and a pink shirt, of all things, to go with it!"

         "Never mind what he looked like," Long John cut him off impatiently. "What was he after? Did he tell you that?"

         "He just kept asking me these questions," Noel said, his voice echoing the exasperation he had felt when faced with the onslaught from the official. "Questions about the ponies, how many I had, how many I'd sold, who bought them, how much I got for them…."

         "That sounds like real bad news to me," Paddy Pat stated sombrely.

         "What beats me," said Long John, "is why he pretends to be from the Department, when anyone but a blind bat can see he's a taxman."

         At that the others had to take deep fortifying draughts from their pints.

         "Why are you so worried about the taxman?" the tourist asked, displeased that the conversation had steered a long way away from the useful tourist information that would obviously cost him dearly, whether it was delivered or not.

         The men stared at him as if they couldn't make head or tail of his question. But then Long John, tactful as ever, came to the rescue.

         "I don't know what matters be like in your country," he began, "but in this part of the world…." He paused for effect. "Taxmen have no shame."

         "There was this poor old man came back from America," Paddy Pat told him eagerly. "All his life he had worked hard, breaking his back on the building sites in Boston. He brought back his life savings, which wasn't much, God knows, just enough to see him through his old age and pay the funeral expenses…. He kept the money well hidden in his mattress."

         "His mattress?" the tourist said scornfully. "You mean that kind of thing still goes on here?"

         "Well he said himself that he didn't think anyone would believe him stupid enough to keep it there, so he reckoned it would be a safe enough place for it," Paddy Pat continued. "But he hadn't counted on the taxman being so cute. I suppose you have to be real sly to land a job like that," he finished disparagingly.

         "Half his money they took," Long John added in a voice full of outrage and went on, as no sound of agreement issued from the tourist. "I mean, it wasn't as if he hadn't worked for his money. It had taken him a lifetime of hard labour, and they didn't even leave him enough for a decent wake. It was a downright scandal."

         "So it was," the other men assented, aggrieved at the thought of the good wake they were going to miss. "A downright scandal, so it was."

         The tourist's upper lip was curling in a way that did not betray much sympathy. "Of course he should pay his tax," he said. "Everyone should pay his tax. In my country, Sweden that is," he added proudly, "we regard it as an honour for each citizen to contribute to the welfare of the nation. It's what gives a man his dignity."

         Noel Walsh spluttered on his Guinness. This was too much for him to swallow in his present frame of mind. "I'd heard some of them foreigners were barking mad," he muttered. "But I didn't realise it went to such lengths."

         Once more Long John's talents at diplomacy were called upon. "They have a different lifestyle over there," he said placatingly to his friends, and then turned to the tourist. "Isn't that so?"

         The Swede nodded approvingly, and Long John continued: "We might all be the same if we did nothing all day but ski."

         "Ski?" the Swede repeated, baffled.

         "Nothing but Alps, isn't it?"

         Long John had done well at national school and liked to show off whenever an opportunity presented itself.

         "I'm from Sweden, not Switzerland," said the tourist condescendingly.

         Long John shrugged it off. "Oh well, it's all the same. Freezing cold, anyhow. That's what gets to them," he concluded, once more addressing his friends.

         Then, sensing that the tourist still needed convincing about the general duplicity of Irish people in a position of authority, they went on to entertain him with the touching story of Bertie Nee, a story that had gone round Connemara all summer and still pleased everyone to hear. Bertie was what you might call a mature bachelor who only recently had taken over the small family farm from his elderly father. Everyone knew that he was desperate to find himself a wife, but so far he had been unsuccessful, mainly because, according to the men, "he set his aim too high". The few women who were considered good enough for him expected something other than Bertie Nee for a husband. However, nursing the illusion that his charm would one day make up for the scarcity of what he had to offer, Bertie relentlessly pursued any classy woman he could spot, preferably strangers to the area whom he reckoned would be more susceptible and less prejudiced against him.

         So it was that one sunny spring morning when he was on his way out to the fields to feed his cattle, an expensive-looking car drove up and a most attractive young woman stuck her head out to ask him the way to Streamstown. Bertie made the most of this God-sent occasion, pointed out the lovely views over the sea and even got her to step out of her car to come and admire them with him.

         "Is this all your land?" she asked him. "What handsome cows! Do you have many of them?"

         Bertie told her he was the owner of the best land in Connemara and the finest stock to go with it. He took it as a good sign that she wanted to know how many animals he possessed and did his best to impress her, trebling the number of cattle and sheep just to reassure her before asking her out for a drink that evening.

         "You must be making a lot of money, so," she mused. Bertie conceded that he wasn't exactly short of a penny or two. In fact, he confided, he was much better off than anyone gave him credit for. This last he added just in case she came across some envious local person who might inform her to the contrary.

         Even so, she sweetly declined his offer of a drink, saying she had to get back to her office in Galway. Bertie was pleased to learn that she had a job, and therewith income of her own.

         "Do let me take your telephone number," he pleaded, looking her deep in the eyes.

         "There's no need," she replied, a hint of a smile in her voice. "You'll be hearing from me."

         And he did. The woman turned out to be an inspector from the Department of Social Welfare out to check on people who exceeded their permitted quota of livestock whilst at the same time claiming unemployment benefit. Bertie had got into terrible trouble: his dole had been withdrawn straight away and it had proved near enough impossible to convince the authorities that he didn't have more animals than he actually did.

         "Sly and cute they are" was Paddy Pat's final comment.

         The Swedish tourist, having been presented with the bill and seeing that the glasses were drawing alarmingly close to a refill, quickly withdrew at this point, whereupon the talk centred on the direction in which the man from the Department had last been seen heading.

         "I'm damned if I know," said Noel Walsh. "The worst of it is, he doesn't go to everyone. I just wish I knew what I have done to deserve being picked upon."

         "Sly and cute," Paddy Pat reiterated.

          
   

         Tom and Doreen Joyce, teenage brother and sister, were walking home one afternoon when they discovered a big black car parked right in the middle of the narrow causeway that connected Inishnee with the mainland.

         "What kind of eejit would leave his car there?" said Tom. "Sure he's stopping everyone else from going both to and from the island. Ah," he added as they got closer, "it's got a Dublin plate," as if this was sufficient explanation.

         The car, it turned out, hadn't been left there. A man was sitting inside, and at the sound of their footsteps on the causeway he got out, a tall, thin man with a despairing look on his face.

         "I seem to have run out of petrol," he told them. "In such an awkward spot, too. Would you be kind enough to help me get the car off the road?"

         Tom and Doreen pushed, while he steered the car off the causeway, onto a patch of grass just where the island began.

         "There's a garage not far away," Tom told him. "You can get petrol there."

         "Oh thank goodness," said the man, jumping out of the car so fast he got his leg caught in the seat-belt and narrowly missed falling flat on his face. "If you tell me where it is, I'll start walking straight away."

         Tom glanced at the man's thin shoes, more suited to city streets than to a hike across Connemara bogland. "I'll go," he offered. "It will be quicker that way."

         The man, obviously relieved and immensely grateful, produced an empty can from the boot and then pulled out a ten pound note from his pocket. "This is for petrol," he said to Tom, "and this," he pulled out another note, "is for you. For the trouble," he added when Tom did not take it.

         "Never you mind," said Tom, who had been brought up never to accept money for something he himself regarded as a favour. "I'll be back in half an hour, so."

         As he departed, the man asked Doreen to hold on while he rooted around in the car and located a thick file. "I may be able to use this time fruitfully," he said, rummaging amongst a sheaf of papers. "Tell me, do you know of someone called…let's see…Doreen Joyce?"

         "Doreen Joyce? But that's me!" the girl said, astonished.

         The man looked equally taken aback. "Could there be another person with that name?" he asked. "According to my notes, Doreen Joyce is the registered owner of a Connemara pony stallion."

         "That's right. I have a stallion. Cuaifeach."

         "Really?" The man, for some reason, sounded quite pleased. "In that case," he went on, "I'd like to ask you a few questions."

         "Why?" Doreen wanted to know. "What do you want to ask me questions for?"

         "It's for a survey," the man explained in the tired voice of someone who has had to say the same thing a hundred times over. "I'm from the Department of Agriculture. We just want to find out a little more about the ponies in Connemara."

         "You better speak to my dad," the girl told him.

         "No, no," the man said quickly, as if this was the last thing he wanted. "I'm sure you'll be able to tell me all I want to know. If you're fit to keep a stallion…." He gave her a wink and a nod.

         Oh well, Doreen thought, he can't make me say anything I don't want to tell him.

         The man started searching through his file again. With his short-cropped brown hair and hornrimmed spectacles he looked very strict, a bit like the politicians you see interviewed on television, Doreen reflected. The questions he went on to ask made no sense to her at all, but she couldn't see that answering them could do any harm. First of all, he wanted to know how many ponies she kept. Well that was easy, it was only the one, and he knew about Cuaifeach already.

         "One, but a lion," said the man with a smile, leaning over the bonnet of the car whilst noting something down on his form.

         Doreen looked at him blankly.

         "Haven't you heard that old fable?" the man asked. "The vixen taunted the lioness for having only one cub, when she herself had six. And the lioness replied, 'One, but a lion.'"

         Doreen laughed. "That's a fair description of Cuaifeach."

         Had she no broodmares, no youngstock? No. How many ponies did she have five years ago?

         "None. Five years ago I was only ten."

         "And three years ago?"

         "Three years ago?" The girl reflected. "Then I was just after buying Cuaifeach."

         Doreen sighed. It had been three long years. Not that she regretted any of them, but it certainly hadn't been easy. It still wasn't.

         "In what conditions is he kept?" the man wondered.

         "I'm well able to look after him, if that's what you mean," Doreen replied defensively.

         "I don't mean anything," the man assured her. "I am merely asking questions for the purpose of the survey."

         "He's looked after by a friend of mine," said Doreen. "Over at Errislannan. It's close to the pony club."

         "Oh? He's broken and riding?" The man, suddenly more interested, started scribbling on his form. "Do you ride him yourself?"

         "After a fashion," said Doreen, afraid that he'd want to go into more detail, but he didn't. A number of questions that followed related to broodmares and youngstock and so obviously did not apply to her, he said, neatly printing NA in the margin of the form. But then he asked, somewhat abruptly, "Do you have any intention of selling him?"

         Doreen's reaction was like that of a hedgehog prodded with a stick. "Is that why you're here?" she said, not even trying to conceal her prickles.

         The man waved his hand disarmingly. "Certainly not, my dear girl! I keep telling you, I am only here to ask questions."

         "Well he's not for sale," Doreen stated doggedly. "I've said it before, and I'll say it again. I wouldn't part with him for all the money in the world."

         This information seemed to be of no value to the man; nothing was written down on the form. He just glanced at it and asked casually, "Any idea as to what he might be worth?"

         "I don't know," said Doreen. "I don't know and I don't care. What does it matter when I'm not selling him anyway?"

         At this point a sharp gust of wind found its way into the folder which the man, unwisely, had left open on the bonnet of his car. A pile of completed forms lifted in the air and scattered all around them. With a cry of dismay, the man leaped up to try and catch them before they hit the muddy ground. The way he jumped about flapping his arms reminded Doreen of some big bird engaged in a ritual mating dance. She did her best to help him, feeling a little sorry for this tall man who, in spite of his strict appearance, seemed to have little luck in his dealings with the more practical aspects of life.

         "Thank you so much," he panted, dabbing furiously with his handkerchief at the forms that they hadn't been able to catch in time. "You have no idea what it has cost me to get this information together in the first place…."

         "Are you done questioning me?" Doreen wondered.

         "Let me see…." He thumbed through his papers again. "Not quite. I'd like to know approximately how much you spend on the pony's keep. Feed, bedding, veterinary charges, that kind of thing. The annual figure?"

         "I haven't a clue," said Doreen. "You'd want to ask Mrs O'Reilly about that. She's the one that keeps the stallion for me, and she pays all the expenses in return for having him run with her mares."

         "Oh, she has broodmares?" the man said keenly. "Perhaps I could interview her next?"

         Doreen hesitated.

         "Would she mind? Is she one of these obstinate people who press their lips together and seal them with wax when you ask them a question?"

         "Most of the people I know," Doreen said with a smile, "would skin me alive for sending the likes of you onto them."

         The man threw up his hands and was just about to embark on an agitated speech, but Doreen cut him short.

         "Not Mrs O'Reilly, though. She is different."
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T here was a loud noise as two heavy timbers fell to the ground. Julia rushed to the nearest window and looked out to see a man in a grey suit letting himself in through the gate. It appeared he had accidentally knocked down its carefully devised superstructure, two thick wooden bars acting as a barricade to stop Cuaifeach from jumping out onto the road. She rushed out to warn him but it was too late. The stallion, equally alerted by the heavy thuds, had already galloped up to the gate. Right in front of the visitor he stopped short, as if to thank him for the favour. The man, alarmed at the sight of the wildly excited animal, took a step back, tripped on one of the timbers and fell backwards in the mud. Cuaifeach, never one to miss a good opportunity, disappeared in a flash through the open gate.

"Oh no!" Julia wailed. "Not again!"

The garden, with its high stone walls and fuchsia hedges, was the only place where she could safely let the stallion out for a few hours of supervised grazing every day. Cuaifeach did not believe in the constraints necessarily imposed on stallions. No field had fences high enough to contain him, and mare owners in the area were, understandably, very sensitive about his unwarranted visits. Julia had already received several stern warnings. Only a couple of days ago, one person had even threatened to report her, if the stallion got out once more. She had promised him, as well as herself, that it would never happen again and had indeed taken every precaution to ensure that it wouldn't.

She ran back into the house, grabbed the headcollar she kept by the front door for emergencies such as this, and took up the pursuit, paying scant attention to the man who had just picked himself up off the ground and, with a highly concerned expression, was examining the damage done to his suit.

Cuaifeach was already a good way off in the distance, and Julia set off after him with a sinking feeling in her stomach. She knew that her chances of catching him were slim. He would stop eventually, but the question was where, on whose land. The more sympathetic neighbours would help by herding him into a safe place, luring him with titbits or armfuls of hay. But then there were other places, where he was less than welcome.

As long as he didn't take himself off onto Jim Lydon's land…. This man had some lovely show ponies and took his breeding programme seriously to say the least. Julia had no doubt that he would carry out his threat and contact the authorities, if he saw the stallion out again. And since Jim Lydon had one of the largest farms in the area, with huge tracts of land stretching in all directions, it was more likely than not that Cuaifeach would end up once more in one of his fields.

She could see him as a dark moving spot against the rough ground, faded in muted colours now in late autum under a grey overcast sky. Julia looked out over the landscape with a feeling of utter helplessness. Much as she loved the wide open spaces, at times such as these when her own urgent wishes were pitched against them, she knew that they could, and would, always defeat her.

A shiny black car had driven up behind her. The man in the grey suit got out.

"I'm most awfully sorry," he began. "I should have known better…."

Julia still had her eyes on the stallion. "You filthy beast," she hissed between clenched teeth. "Don't you even think about it!"

The man looked her up and down in a very strange way.

"He mustn't go up there!" she cried. "That land belongs to a man called Jim Lydon and he…" She stopped herself. There was no need to go into any detail.

"You get into my car," the man suggested mildly, as if she, too, was some wild thing that might do something dangerous if provoked. "We may be able to cut across and stop him."
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