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			Introduction

			A life spent finding out all about the hidden histories behind famous stories and characters is a wonderful one in many ways but it can also be very sad at times. The first story in this collection, Darby O’Gill and the Good People, begins with the statement that every well-learned person in Ireland knows all about the fairies or Good People of Slievenamon with whom their human companion Darby O’Gill had many great adventures. I was very sad when I realised that very few people, however learned they may be, know anything about the person who created Darby O’Gill and the magical, thrilling world in which he lives. 

			Her name was Herminie Templeton Kavanagh and it is as unfair and wrong to me that she has been forgotten about as it would be if we all knew about Harry Potter and Hogwarts and all of the other iconic things that go along with them but didn’t know that they were created by JK Rowling. I like to think of Herminie Templeton Kavanagh, who wrote and published twenty-one Darby O’Gill stories between 1901 and 1926, as the other Herminie of children’s books because, although her name is spelt differently from the name of Harry Potter’s great friend and Hogwarts’ star pupil, it is pronounced exactly the same. 

			I first realised that the Disney film that was released in the summer of 1959, Darby O’Gill and the Little People, was based upon a series of children’s stories about the fairies from Irish folk tradition when watching the film many years ago. In the opening credits, it is mentioned that the story of the film was ‘suggested by the stories of HT Kavanagh’. I had absolutely no idea who this HT Kavanagh person was but I immediately wanted to find out more details about him or her. I am so grateful to the amazing internet, which Herminie could surely never have imagined would ever exist when she was busily working away on her typewriter. 

			It was on the internet that I found the stories, read them and loved them and then searched for information about the author herself and, although there wasn’t very much, there were enough clues available to me so that I could piece together the puzzle and finally lift off the veil of mystery under which the life and times of this brilliant author had been hidden for decades. My search took me to the United States of America because Herminie, despite writing about Ireland, Irish people and Irish creatures, lived there from the age of eleven right up until she died aged seventy-two. 

			In 1872, the McGibney family, of which Herminie was the second eldest of seven children, emigrated to New York City, just like millions of other people did throughout the nineteenth century. Herminie had an Irish father from County Longford, George, who met her English mother from the city of Coventry, Caroline, when he was serving in the 18th Hussars of the British Army and she spent much of her childhood living between both countries before they decided to emigrate. Her early experiences of living in rural Ireland and hearing fantastical stories of the Good People from her father’s family would become very important later in life. 

			By 1901, Herminie had fallen on hard times because she was separated from her first husband, the actor John Templeton, she was grieving the tragic death of her only child and she needed to earn her own money at a time when there were very few opportunities for women to do so. She worked as a clerk in local government offices in Chicago, where was now living, and, also, it was at this difficult, desperate moment that she began writing her stories and, before very long, her life had changed completely. 

			Her very happy second marriage to a judge called Marcus Kavanagh in 1908 meant that she wrote less after these few, short years of creativity and success as a children’s author and, although her last stories were not published until 1926, she largely devoted herself to being a wife to her husband, which was often expected at the time. Those twenty-one stories that she did write, however, show us just how gifted Herminie was as a storyteller and how much she cared about the folk beliefs and traditions of Ireland being carried forward into their new lives by the many people like her who were connected to Ireland but were now living in America. 

			Many of you may not have opened this book with much enthusiasm because the film Darby O’Gill and the Little People, however much it is enjoyed around the world, has a reputation amongst Irish people as one of those stories about Ireland that is silly and insulting. It is true that there are stories that have been written about Ireland by those who do not know Ireland very well in which life is slow and simple and hasn’t changed much since the beginning of time. The characters in this type of story know how to plough fields, sow potatoes, churn butter, knit woollen jumpers and say their prayers but they do not know much else and they spend far too much time drinking, fighting, being rogues and telling stories about fairies to ever really achieve anything. 

			In Herminie’s stories, Ireland is certainly not a boring place where nothing ever happens but rather a place where danger, mystery, hilarity, hopefulness and exciting adventures are everywhere. The characters that Herminie creates from Darby O’Gill himself to his sister-in-law – and my own favourite – Maureen McGibney, are as clever and talented as they are loyal and loving. They are so full of bravery and strength that they remind me of the ancient Fenian warriors of Irish mythology even though they are living in County Tipperary in the second half of the nineteenth century.  

			They are by no means perfect, however, and, just like people in real life, they can be jealous and greedy and selfish at times but, also just like people in real life, they are always trying to be better people and to live better lives. I don’t think that it will be long into reading this book before you agree with me that Herminie’s stories are very different from the Disney film and that Herminie may not have liked the film very much if she had lived long enough to see it, although that will never be truly known, of course. 

			The six stories that are presented to you in this col- lection have been chosen by me because they are brilliant, because they will have you laughing and crying and desperate to know what happens next and because they are a celebration of Ireland, her folk traditions and her people. They celebrate how both mortals and fairies refuse to be defeated in their quest for the freedom to govern their own lives, despite everything they have suffered as colonial subjects of the British Empire. They celebrate how the women in Darby O’Gill’s life often find a way to save him from disaster and despair, even though they are much more limited in their lives and do not enjoy the same rights as the men around them. 

			They celebrate the friendship that grows between Darby O’Gill and King Brian Connors of the Good People because they first thought that the differences between them meant that they were enemies but later realised that there was more that united them than divided them. They celebrate the banshee who, according to Herminie, is not really the scary villain that people sometime believe but rather a kind and caring person who takes the powerful role that she has been given as a messenger from the Otherworld very seriously indeed. 

			Finally, they celebrate the old belief that existed in Ireland for centuries that the fairies lived among us humans and that by calling them ‘the Good People’ they would be flattered and not take against you and cause mischief and misery to happen to you. That is why they are always called ‘the Good People’ in her stories, you see, and never ‘the Little People’, which isn’t very flattering at all really. 

			The ways in which children lived their lives and used the English language and looked at the world around them when Herminie first wrote her stories were very different from the ways of children nowadays, as we settle into the third decade of the twenty-first century. Therefore, I have made several changes to her original stories in order to present them to you modern readers at their absolute best but please believe me when I tell you that they are true to the spirit and intention of Herminie Templeton Kavanagh. I would not have it otherwise and I really hope that children from this moment onwards will talk all about how brilliant these stories are and all about who wrote them.


			Foreword

			This history sets forth the only true account of the ad- ventures of a daring Tipperary man named Darby O’Gill among the fairies of Slievenamon. 

			These adventures were first related to me by Mr Jerry Murtaugh, a reliable car-driver, who goes between Kilcuny and Ballinderg and whose own mother was a first cousin of Darby O’Gill himself.


			Darby O’Gill and the Good People

			Although only one living man of his own free will ever went among them there, still any well-learned person in Ireland can tell you that the abode of the Good People is in the hollow heart of the great mountain, Slievenamon. That same one man was Darby O’Gill, a first cousin of my own mother. 

			Right and left, generation after generation, the fairies had stolen pigs, little children, old women, young men, cows, churnings of butter from other people, but had never bothered any of our kith and kin until, for some mysterious reason, they soured on Darby, and took the eldest of his three fine pigs. 

			The next week a second pig went the same way and the third week not a thing had Darby left for the Clonmel fair. You may easily think how sore and sorry the poor man was, and how Bridget, his wife, and the children carried on. The rent was due and all that was left was to sell his cow Rosie to pay it. Rosie was the apple of his eye for he had admired and respected the pigs, but he loved Rosie. 

			Worst luck of all was yet to come. On the morning when Darby went out to fetch the cow to bring her into market, she was nowhere to be seen and, in her place, only a wisp of dirty straw to mock him. Darby howled and screeched and cursed all the way back to the house!

			Now Darby was a bold man and a desperate man in his anger, as you will soon see. He shoved his feet into a pair of brogues, clapped his hat on his head and gripped his stick in his hand.

			‘Fairy or no fairy, ghost or goblin, living or dead, who- ever took Rosie will rue the day,’ he cried.

			With those wild words, he bolted in the direction of Slievenamon. All day long he climbed like an ant over the hill, looking for a hole or cave through which he could get at Rosie’s prison. At times he struck the rocks with his blackthorn stick, calling out challenge to her captors. 

			‘Come out, you that took her,’ he shouted. ‘If ye have the courage of a mouse itself, ye dirty aul thieves, come out!’

			No one at all answered – at least, not just then. But at nightfall, as he turned, hungry and footsore, toward home, who should he meet up with at the crossroads but Sheelah Maguire. Well-known she was around these parts as a spy for the Good People. 

			She spoke up: ‘Oh, then, you’re the foolish, blunderin’-headed man to be saying what you’ve said, and doing what you’ve done this day, Darby O’Gill,’ she said.

			‘What do I care?’ he answered fiercely. ‘I’d fight the divil tonight for my beautiful cow.’

			‘Then go directly into Mrs Hogan’s meadow beyond,’ said Sheelah, ‘and wait until the moon has risen. By and by, ye’ll see a herd of cows come down from the mountain and your own’ll be amongst them.’

			‘What’ll I do then?’ asked Darby, his voice trembling with excitement.

			‘I don’t care two straws what ye do! But there’ll be lads there, and hundreds you won’t see, that’ll stand no ill words from you, Darby O’Gill.’

			‘One question more, ma’am,’ said Darby, as Sheelah was moving away. ‘How late in the night will they stay out?’

			Sheelah caught him by the collar and, pulling his head close, whispered: ‘When the cock crows the Good People must be safe at home. After cock-crow they have no power to help or to hurt, and every mortal eye can see them plain.’

			‘I thank you kindly,’ said Darby, ‘and I bid you good evening, ma’am.’ He turned away, leaving her standing there alone, looking after him; but he was sure he heard voices talking to her and laughing and tittering behind him. 

			It was dark night when Darby stretched himself on the ground in Hogan’s meadow; the yellow rim of the moon just tipped the edge of the hills. 

			As he lay there in the long grass amidst the silence there came a cold shudder in the air, and after it had passed the deep cracked voice of a nearby bull-frog called loudly: ‘The omadhaun! The omadhaun! The omadhaun!’ it said over and over again.

			From a sloe tree over near the hedge an owl cried, surprised and trembling: ‘Who-o-o? Who-o-o?’ it asked. 

			At that, every bull-frog in the meadow – and there must have been ten thousand of them – took up the answer and shrieked shrill and high together. ‘Darby O’Gill! Darby O’Gill! Darby O’Gill!’ they screamed in rollicking chorus. 

			They carried on their ballyragging over and over again until the bold man decided to creep off to another spot of the meadow and find an ounce of peace for himself. Suddenly, at that very moment, a hundred slow shadows stirred up the mists on the mountain path toward him. Firstly, he had to find Rosie amongst the herd. To creep quiet as a cat through the hedge and reach the first cow was only a minute’s work. Then his plan, to wait until cock-crow, with all other sober, sensible thoughts, went clean out of the lad’s head. He was struck with rage for the very first beast he met, munching eagerly the long, sweet grass, was none other than Rosie. 

			With a leap, Darby was behind her, his stick falling sharply on her flanks. The ingratitude of that cow almost broke Darby’s heart. Rosie turned fiercely on him, with a vicious lunge, her two horns aimed at his breast. There was no sprightlier lad in the parish than Darby, and well for him it was so, for the mad rush the cow gave would have caught any man who was the least trifling bit heavy on his legs, and ended his days right there. 

			As it was, our hero sprang to one side. As Rosie passed, his left hand gripped her tail and when one of the O’Gills takes hold of a thing, he hangs on like a bull-terrier. Away he went, rushing with her. 

			Now began a race the like of which was never heard of before or since. Ten jumps to the second and a hundred feet to the jump. Rosie’s tail standing straight up in the air, firm as an iron bar, and Darby floating straight out behind; a thousand furious invisible fairies flying a short distance after, filling the air with wild commands and threats. 

			Suddenly the sky opened for a crash of lightning that shivered the hills, and a roar of thunder that turned out of their beds every man, woman and child in four counties. Flash after flash came the lightning, hitting on every side of Darby. If it wasn’t for fear of hitting Rosie, the fairies would certainly have killed Darby stone dead. As it was, he was stiff with fear, afraid to hold on and afraid to let go, so he just flew, waving in the air at Rosie’s tail like a flag.

			As the cow turned into the long, narrow valley which cuts into the east side of the mountain, the Good People caught up with the pair, and what they didn’t do to Darby, in the line of sticking pins, pulling whiskers and pinching wouldn’t take long to tell. In truth, he was just about to let go his hold and take the chances of a fall, when the mountain opened up before him and – whisk! Darby and Rosie found themselves flying down a wide, high passage which grew lighter as they went along. Darby heard the opening of the mountain shut like a trap behind him, and his heart almost stopped beating, for this was the fairies’ home in the heart of Slievenamon. He was captured by them!

			When Rosie reached the ground, so stiff were all Darby’s joints that he had great trouble loosening himself to come down off her back where he’d landed. He found himself standing among a lot of angry-faced little people, each no higher than your hand, everyone wearing a green velvet cloak and a red cap, and in every cap was stuck a white owl’s feather. 

			‘We’ll take him to the king,’ said a red-whiskered wee chap. ‘What he’ll do to the sneaky spalpeen will be good and plenty!’

			With that they marched our bold Darby, a prisoner, down the long passage, which every second grew wider and lighter and fuller of little people. 

			Sometimes, though, he met with human beings like himself, only the black charm was on them, having been stolen at one time or another by the Good People. He saw lost people there from every parish in Ireland, both commoners and gentry. They were laughing, talking and diverting themselves with each other’s company. Off to the sides he could see small cobblers making brogues, tinkers mending pans, tailors sewing cloth, smiths hammering horseshoes, everyone merrily to his trade, making a diver- sion out of work. 

			To this day Darby can’t tell where the beautiful red light he now saw came from. It was like a soft glow, only it filled the place, making things brighter than day. 

			Down near the centre of the mountain was a room twenty times higher and broader than the biggest church in the world. As they drew near this room, there arose the sound of a reel played on bagpipes. The music was so bewitching that Darby, who was the most graceful dancer in all Ireland, could hardly make his feet behave themselves. 

			At the room’s edge, Darby stopped short and caught his breath, the sight was so entrancing. Set over the broad floor were thousands and thousands of the Good People, facing this way and that, and dancing to a reel; while on a throne in the middle of the room sat aul Brian Connors, King of the Fairies, blowing on the bagpipes. The little king, with a gold crown on his head, wearing a beautiful green velvet coat and red knee-breeches, sat with his legs crossed, beating time with his foot to the music. 

			There were many from Darby’s own parish; and what was his surprise to see there Maureen McGibney, his own wife’s sister, whom he had supposed resting decently in her grave in holy ground these three years. She had flowers in her brown hair, a fine colour in her cheeks, a gown of white silk and gold, and her green mantle reached to the heels of her pretty red slippers. 

			There she was, gliding back and forth, against a little white-whiskered, round-stomached fairy man, as though there was neither a sorrow nor a care in the world.

			As I told you before, I’ll tell you again; Darby was the finest reel dancer in all Ireland; and he came from a family of dancers, though it’s not me who should say it, as he was my own mother’s cousin. Two things in the world banish sorrow – love and music. So, when the surprise of it all melted a little, Darby’s feet led him into the thick of the throng, right under the throne of the king, where he threw caution to the winds, and put his heart and mind into his two nimble feet. Darby’s dancing was such that fairly soon those around stood still to admire. 

			There’s a saying in our family that’s come down through the generations, which I still hold to be true, that the better the music the easier the step. Sure never did mortal man dance to so fine a tune and never so sprightly a dancer did such a tune meet up with. 

			Fair and graceful he began. Backward and forward, sidestep and turn; cross over, then forward; a hand on his hip and his stick twirling free; sidestep and forward; cross over again; bow to his partner, and hammer the floor. 

			It wasn’t long until half the dancers crowded around admiring, clapping their hands and shouting encouragement. The aul king grew so excited that he laid down the pipes, took up his fiddle, came down from the throne, and standing against Darby, began a finer tune than the first. 

			The dancing lasted a whole hour, no one speaking a word except to cry out ‘Foot it, ye divil!’ ‘Easy now, you’re treading on flowers!’ or ‘Hooray! Hooray! Hooray!’ Then the king stopped and said in amazement: 

			‘Well, that beats Banagher and Banagher beats the world! Who are you and how came you here?’

			Then Darby up and told the whole story. 

			When he had finished, the king looked serious. ‘I’m glad you came, and I’m sorry you came,’ he says. ‘If we had put our charm on you outside to bring you in, you’d never die until the end of the world, when we here must all go to hell. But,’ he added quickly, ‘there’s no use in worrying about that now. That’s neither here nor there! Those willing to come with us can’t come at all, at all; and here you are of your own free act and will. Nevertheless, you’re here, and we daren’t let you go outside to tell others of what you have seen, and so give us a bad name about – about taking things, you know. We’ll make you as comfortable as we can; and so you won’t worry about Bridget and the children, I’ll have a gold sovereign left with them every day of their lives. But I wish we had the comehither on you’, he says, with a sigh, ‘for it’s easy to see you’re great company. Now come up to my place and have a drop of poteen for friendship’s sake,’ says he. 

			That’s how Darby O’Gill began his six months’ stay with the Good People. Not a thing was left undone to make Darby contented and happy. Civiler people than the Good People he never met. At first, he couldn’t get over saying ‘God keep all here’ and ‘God save you kindly’ and things like that, which were like burning them with a hot iron. 

			If it weren’t for Maureen McGibney, Darby would be in Slievenamon at this hour. Sure she was always the wise girl, ready with crafty plans and warnings. On a day when they two were sitting alone together, she says to him: ‘Darby, dear,’ says she, ‘it isn’t right for a decent man of family to be spending his days cavorting and idling and filling the hours with sport and nonsense. We must get you out of here; for what is a sovereign a day to compare with the care and protection of a husband and father?’ she says.

			‘True for you!’ moaned Darby, ‘and my heart is just splitting for a sight of Bridget and the children. Bad luck to the day I set such store on a dirty, ungrateful, treacherous cow the likes of that Rosie!’ 

			‘I know well how you feel,’ says Maureen, ‘for I’d give the whole world to say three words to Bob Broderick, that ye tell me out of grief for me has never kept company with any other girl until this day. But that’ll never be,’ says she, ‘because I must stop here until the Day of Judgement, and then I must go to –’ says she, beginning to cry, ‘but if you get out, you’ll bear a message to Bob for me, maybe?’ she says.

			‘Indeed and I would but it’s easy to talk about getting out. How can it be done?’ asked Darby. 

			‘There’s a way,’ says Maureen, wiping her big sad eyes, ‘but it may take years. First, you must know that the Good People can never put their charm on anyone who is willing to come with them. That’s why you came safe. Then, again, that they can’t work harm in the daylight, and after cock-crow any mortal eye can see them plain; nor can they harm anyone who has a sprig of holly, nor pass over a leaf or twig of holly, because that’s a Christmas bloom. Well, there’s a certain evil word for a charm that opens the side of the mountain, and I will try to find it out for you. Without that word, all the armies of the world couldn’t get out or in. But you must be patient and wise, and wait.’

			‘I will so, with the help of God,’ says Darby. 

			At these words, Maureen gave a terrible screech. 

			‘Cruel man!’ she cried, ‘don’t you know that to say pious words to one of the Good People, or to one under their black charm, is like cutting them with a knife?’

			The next night she came to Darby again. ‘Watch your- self now,’ she says, ‘for the Good People have heard tell of our scheming and tonight they’re going to leave the door of the mountain open, to try you; and if you stir two steps outside they’ll put the comehither on you,’ she says. 

			Sure enough, when Darby took his walk down the passage, after supper, as he did every night, there the side of the mountain lay wide open and no one in sight. The temptation to make one rush was great; but he only looked out a minute, and went whistling back down the passage, knowing well that a hundred hidden eyes were fixed on him all the while. For a dozen nights after it was the same. 

			At another time Maureen said: ‘The king himself is going to try you hard this day, so beware!’ She had no sooner said the words than Darby was called for, and went before the king. 

			‘Darby, my soul,’ says the king in a soothing voice, ‘have this drop of poteen. A better never was distilled; it’s the last we’ll have for many a day. I am going to set you free, Darby O’Gill, that’s what I am.’

			‘Why, king,’ says Darby, putting on a mournful face, ‘how have I offended you?’

			‘No offence at all,’ says the king, ‘only we’re depriving you.’

			‘No deprivation in life!’ says Darby. ‘I have lashings and leavings to eat and to drink, and nothing but fun and diversion all day long. Out in the world, it was nothing but work and trouble and disappointment and sickness and other cares.’

			‘But Bridget and the children?’ says the king, giving him a sharp look out of half-shut eyes.

			‘Oh, as for that, King,’ says Darby, ‘it’s easier for a widow to get a husband, or for orphans to find a father, than it is for them to pick up a sovereign a day.’

			The king looked mightily satisfied and smoked his pipe for a long time without saying a word. 

			‘Would you mind going out of an evening now and then, helping the boys to mind the cows?’ he asked at last. 

			Darby feared to thrust himself outside in their company. 

			‘Well, I’ll tell you how it is,’ replied my brave Darby. ‘Some of the neighbours might see me and spread the report on me that I’m away cavorting with the fairies, and that’d disgrace Bridget and the children,’ he says. 

			The king knocked the ashes from his pipe.  

			‘You’re a wise man besides being the height of good company,’ says he, ‘and it’s sorry I am you didn’t take me at my word; for then we would have you with us always, at least until the Day of Judgement, when – but that’s neither here nor there! Nevertheless, we’ll bother you about it no more.’

			From that day, they treated him as one of their own. 

			It was one day five months later that Maureen plucked Darby by the coat and led him off to a lonely spot. 

			‘I’ve got the word,’ she says, ‘and if my calculations are correct, ’tis the perfect season of the year back home to put the plan into action. Are you listening to me, man? I have the word!’ 

			‘Have you, faith! What is it?’ says Darby, all of a tremble. 

			Then she whispered a word so blasphemous, so irreli- gious, that Darby blessed himself. When Maureen saw him making the sign, she fell down in a fit, the holy em- blem hurt her so badly, the poor girl. 

			Three hours after this, my bold Darby was sitting at his own fireside talking to Bridget and the children, who were shocked and delighted to see him in equal measure, as you can imagine. The neighbours were hurrying to him, down every road and through every field, carrying armfuls of holly bushes which they had convenient, as he had sent word for them to do. 

			Maureen was right that it was the perfect season of the year for their clever plan – sure hadn’t Darby arrived home two weeks to the day before Christmas? It’s as well he had his loyal and steadfast neighbours to rely upon for there was neither holly nor any decoration in his own sombre house. Bridget confessed that she hadn’t the heart to ready the place for the festivities with himself astray and gone forever as far as she knew. Darby implored all the neighbours to be quick about it for he knew right well that he’d have fierce and savage visitors before morning. 

			After they had come with the holly, he had them make a circle of it so thick around the house that a fly couldn’t walk through without touching a twig or a leaf. But that was not all. 

			You’ll know exactly what a wise girl and what a crafty girl that Maureen was when you hear what the neighbours did next. They made a second ring of holly outside the first, so that the house sat in two great wreaths, one ring around the other. The outside ring was much the bigger, and left a good space between it and the first, with room so that ever so many people could stand there. It was like the inner ring, except for a little gate, left open as though by accident where the fairies could walk in. 

			But sure it wasn’t an accident at all, only the plan of the very same Maureen; for nearby this little gap, in the out- side wreath, lay a sprig of holly with a bit of twine tied to it. Then the twine ran along up to Darby’s house, and in through the window, where its end lay convenient to his hand. A little pull on the twine would drag the stray piece of holly into the gap, and close tight the outside ring. 

			It was a trap, you see. When the fairies walked in through the gap, the twine was to be pulled, and so they were to be made prisoners between the two rings of holly. They couldn’t get into Darby’s house, because the circle of holly nearest the house was so tight that a fly couldn’t get through without touching the blessed tree or its wood. Likewise, when the gap in the outer wreath was closed, they couldn’t get out again. Well, anyway, these things were hardly finished and fixed when the dusky brown of the hills warned the neighbours of approaching twilight, and they scurried like frightened rabbits to their homes. Only one amongst them all had courage to sit inside Darby’s house awaiting the dreaded visitors, and that was Bob Broderick, who was in raptures at the prospect of being reunited with his beloved Maureen, whom he thought had been lost to him forever until that very even- ing. What vengeance was in store couldn’t be guessed at all, only it was sure that it was to be more terrible than any yet wreaked on mortal man for not one person had ever before escaped from Slievenamon. 

			Not in Darby’s house alone was the terror, for in their anger the Good People might lay waste the whole parish. The roads and fields were empty and silent in the darkness. Not a window glimmered with light for miles around. Many a blaggard who hadn’t said a prayer in years was now on his marrow bones among the decent members of his family, thumping his craw and roaring his Pater Nosters and Ave Marias. 

			In Darby’s quiet house, against which the cunning, the power and the fury of the Good People would surely first break, you can’t think of half the suffering of Bridget as she lay huddled together with the children on the settle bed doing her best to calm their nerves; nor of the strain on Darby himself, who sat smoking his dudeen and whispering anxiously with Bob. 

			For some reason or another, the Good People were long in coming. Ten o’clock struck, then eleven, after that twelve and not a sound from the outside. The silence and no sign whatsoever had them all nearly driven demented, when suddenly there fell a sharp rap on the door. 

			‘Millia murder,’ whispered Darby, ‘we’re in for it. They’ve crossed the two rings of holly after all our efforts and they’re at the door itself.’

			There wasn’t one of the eight children who didn’t start crying and Bridget started saying every prayer she ever learned out loud to protect them; but no one answered the knock. 

			There was more rap-rap-rapping on the door, then a pause. 

			‘God save all here!’ cried a strange voice from the outside. 

			Now there isn’t a fairy in the world would say ‘God save all here’, so Darby took heart and opened the door. Who should be standing there but Sheelah Maguire, a spy for the Good People. She must have been sent to gather information and so angry was Darby at her treachery against him that, with able assistance from Bob, he snatched her within the threshold, and before she knew it he had her tied hand and foot, wound a cloth around her mouth, and rolled her under the bed. Within the minute, a thousand rustling voices sprung from outside. Through the window, in the clear moonlight, Darby saw weeds and grass being trampled by invisible feet, beyond the farthest ring of holly. 

			The gap in the first ring was found. Signs were plainly seen of feet too numerous to count rushing through, and spreading about the nearer wreath. Suddenly an almighty cry rang out. Darby had immediately pulled his twine and the trap was closed, with five thousand of the Good People entirely at his mercy. 

			All the quality folk of Slievenamon were prisoners. Not more than a dozen of the last to come escaped and they flew back to tell the king. 

			For an hour they raged. All the bad names ever called to mortal man were given free, but Darby said never a word. He was called a dirty pickpocket and a no-good sheep stealer and a murdering thief of a blaggard and these were by far the softest words thrown at him. 

			By and by, however, as it began to grow near to cock- crow, their talk grew a great deal civiler. Then came begging and pleading and promising and entreating, but the doors of the house still stayed shut and its windows down. 

			Fairly soon Darby’s old rooster Terry came down from his perch, yawned and flapped his wings a few times. At that, the terror and the screeching of the Good People would have melted the heart of a stone. 

			All of a sudden, a fine, clear voice rose from beyond the crowd. The king had come. The other fairies grew still, listening. ‘You murdering thief of the world,’ says the king grandly, ‘what are you doing with my people?’

			‘Keep a civil tongue in your head, Brian Connors,’ says Darby, showing his face out the window, ‘for I’m as good a man as you, any day of the week!’

			At that minute, Terry, the rooster, flapped his wings and crowed. In a flash, there sprang into full view the crowd of Good People – dukes, earls, princes, quality and commoners, jammed thick together about the house; every one of them with his head thrown back bawling and crying and tears as big as pigeons’ eggs rolling down his cheeks. 

			A few feet away, on a straw-pile in the barnyard, stood the king, his gold crown tilted on the side of his head, his long green cloak about him, and his rod in his hand, but trembling all over. 

			In the middle of the crowd of Good People towering high above them were many mortals from parishes all over Ireland who’d been placed under their black charm and, so changed were they by their time in Slievenamon, that they were reacting as badly as their fairy captors. One amongst them was delighted at the success of Darby’s trap and that was Maureen McGibney who stood there in her cloak of green and gold and her pretty brown hair falling down about her shoulders and she – ever the crafty girl – crying and bawling and abusing Darby with the best of them. 

			‘What’ll you have to let them go?’ says King Brian Connors. 

			‘First and foremost,’ says Darby, pointing at Maureen, ‘take your spell off that slip of a girl there and send her into the house.’

			In a second, Maureen was standing inside the door, both of her arms about Bob’s neck and her head on his collarbone and he, in turn, grasping her as tightly as would a desperate man to a stray bit of rock and he hanging off the side of Slievenamon. 

			What they said to each other and what they did to each other in the way of kissing and embracing and weeping I won’t take time in telling you but the sight of it would have sweetened the bitterest of pills. 

			‘Next,’ says Darby, ‘send back Rosie and the pigs.’

			‘I expected that,’ says the king. And, at those words, they saw a black bunch flying through the air; in a few seconds Rosie and the three pigs walked back into the old familiar stable. 

			‘Now,’ says Darby, as serious as a judge, ‘promise in the name of Old Nick – for I know ’tis him that you swear by – never to moil or meddle again with anyone or anything from this parish.’

			The king was fairly put-out by this. Nevertheless, he said at last, ‘you ungrateful scoundrel, in the name of Old Nick, I promise.’

			‘So far so good,’ says Darby, ‘but the worst is yet to come. Now you must release from your spell every soul you’ve stolen from this parish; and besides, you must send me two hundred pounds in gold.’

			Well, the king gave an almighty roar of anger that was heard all over County Tipperary that night. 

			‘You high-handed, hard-hearted robber,’ says he, ‘I’ll never consent!’ says he. 

			‘Please yourself,’ says Darby. ‘I see Father Cassidy com- ing down the hedge,’ says he, ‘and I’ve every confidence that he has a prayer for ye all in his book that’ll burn ye up like wisps of straw if he ever catches the lot of you here. He might even be so good as to bestow an early Christmas blessing on ye for the season of the year,’ says Darby. 

			With that, the roaring and the bawling was pitiful to hear and, in a few minutes, a bag was thrown at Darby’s threshold; dozens of people, young and some of them old, flew over and stood beside the king. Some of them had spent years with the fairies. Their relatives thought them dead and buried. They were the lost ones of the parish. 

			With that, Darby pulled the bit of twine again, opening the trap, and it wasn’t long until every single fairy was gone. 

			The green coat of the last one was hardly out of sight when, sure enough, who should come by but Father Cas- sidy, his book in his hand. He looked at the people who had been with the fairies standing there as lost as ever. The poor cratereens were trembling and wondering and afraid to go to their homes, for, although Maureen half-expected to return home, plotting as she was with Darby over many months to secure this happy conclusion, none of the others had a notion that they’d ever see Ballinderg again and they were all in a state of shock to suddenly find themselves there. 

			Darby told Father Cassidy all that had happened. 

			‘You foolish man,’ says the priest, ‘you could have got out every poor prisoner that’s locked in Slievenamon, let alone those from this parish.’

			One could have scrapped with a knife the surprise off Darby’s face. 

			‘Would your Reverence have me let out the Corkonians and the Connaught crew and those from inside the Pale itself, I ask you?’ he says hotly. ‘It’s full of joy that Bob Broderick and Maureen McGibney are to be reunited and you’ll be called upon to wed them without delay this side of Christmas, I shouldn’t wonder, but ’tis not every reunion will run as smoothly this night. When Mrs Maloney there goes home and finds that Tim has married the Widow Casey, you’ll say I let out too many, even of this parish, I’m thinking.’

			‘But,’ says the priest, ‘ye might have got two hundred pounds for each of us.’

			‘If each had two hundred pounds, what comfort would I have in being rich?’ asked Darby, ‘for to enjoy well being rich, there should be plenty of poor. And sure aren’t we all rich in spirit at Christmastime anyway, Father, when you think about it?’

			‘God forgive you, you selfish man!’ says Father Cassidy. 

			‘There’s another reason besides,’ says Darby. ‘I never got better nor friendlier treatment than I had from the Good People and the divil a hair on their heads I’d hurt more than need be,’ he says. 

			Some way or another King Brian Connors heard of this saying, and so mightily pleased was he that on Christmas Eve, not long afterwards, a jug of the finest poteen was left at Darby’s door. 

			Indeed, many’s a night in the long winter that followed, when the snow lay so heavy that no neighbour was stirring and when the children were in bed and Bridget gone after them, Darby sat by the fire, a drop of poteen in his hand, arguing and getting news of the whole world. A little man, with a gold crown on his head, a green cloak on his back and one foot thrown over the other, sat opposite him by the hearth.


			Darby O’Gill and the Leprechaun

			The news that Darby O’Gill had spent six months with the Good People before escaping their grasp spread fast and far and wide. 

			At fair or hurling or market, he would be backed by a crowd against some convenient wall and there for hours men, women, and children, with jaws dropping and eyes bulging, would stand listening to half-frightened questions or to bold, mysterious answers. 

			Always and ever, though, one bit of wise advice ended his discourse: ‘Neither make nor moil nor meddle with the fairies,’ Darby’d say. ‘If you’re going along a lonely boreen at night and you hear, from some fairy fort, a sound of fiddles or of piping or of sweet voices singing, or of little feet pattering in the dance, don’t turn your head, but say your prayers and carry on your way. The pleasures the Good People will share with you have a sore sorrow hidden within them, and the gifts they’ll offer are only made to break hearts with.’  

			Things went this way until one day in the market, over among the cows, Martin Kavanagh, the schoolmaster – a cross-faced, conceited old man who was mightily jealous of the attention that Darby had been receiving – contradicted him point blank. ‘Stay a while,’ says Martin, catching Darby by the coat-collar. ‘You forget about the little fairy cobbler, the leprechaun,’ he says. ‘You can’t deny that to catch the leprechaun is great luck entirely. If one fixes his eyes on the cobbler, that look makes the fairy a prisoner and one can do anything with him as long as a human look covers the little lad and he’ll give you the favour of three wishes to buy his freedom,’ says Martin. 

			At that, Darby, smiling knowledgeably, made answer over the heads of the crowd. ‘God give you some sense, Martin Kavanagh, and you a schoolmaster itself!’ he says. ‘Around the favours of those same three wishes is a mire of tricks and cajoleries and conditions that’d defeat the wisest.

			‘First of all, if the look be taken from the little cobbler for as much as the wink of an eye, he’s gone forever,’ he says. ‘Man alive, even on the rare occasions when he must grant the favour of the three wishes, you’re not safe for if you tell anyone you’ve seen the leprechaun, the favours melt like snow, or if you make a fourth wish that day, whiff! They all turn to smoke. Take my advice, Sir, once and for all – neither make nor moil nor meddle with the fairies.’ 

			‘True for you,’ said long Peter McCarthy, siding with Darby. ‘Didn’t Barney McBride, on his way to early mass one May morning, catch the fairy cobbler sewing and working away under a hedge. ‘Have a pinch of snuff, Barney my dear,’ says the leprechaun, handing him up his little snuff-box. But, mind you, when my poor Barney bent down to take a thumb and finger full, what did the little villain do but fling the box, snuff and all, into Barney’s face. And then, whilst the poor lad was winking and blinking and clearing his eyes, the leprechaun gave one leap and was lost in the reeds. 

			‘Then, again, there was Peggy O’Rourke, who captured him fair and square in a hawthorn-bush. In spite of his wiles, she wrung from him the favour of the three wishes. Knowing, of course, that if she told anyone what had happened to her the spell would be broken and the wishes wouldn’t come true, she hurried home, aching and longing to, in some way, find out from her husband Andy what wishes he thought she should make. 

			‘Throwing open her own door,’ she said, ‘What would you wish for most in the world, Andy asthore? Tell me and your wish will come true,’ says she. A peddler was cry- ing his wares out in the lane. ‘Lanterns, tin lanterns!’ cried the peddler. ‘I wish I had one of those lanterns,’ says Andy, careless, and bending over the fire to light his pipe when, lo and behold, there was the lantern in his hand.

			‘Well, so vexed was Peggy that one of her fine wishes should be wasted on a paltry tin lantern, that she lost all patience with him. ‘Why then, bad cess to you!’ says she, not minding her own words as she should, ‘I wish that same lantern was fastened to the end of your nose!’ 

			‘The word was barely out of her mouth when the lan- tern was hung swinging from the end of Andy’s nose in a way that no man, woman or child could loosen it. It took the third and last of Peggy’s wishes to release Andy from his torment and that’s the truth.’ 

			‘Listen at that, now!’ cried a dozen voices from the admiring crowd, much to the annoyance of Martin Kavanagh, who went off home huffing and puffing. ‘Darby said so from the first, did he not?’ 

			Well, it wasn’t long before people used to come from miles around to see Darby and sit under the straw-stack beside the stable with our hero to ask advice about their most important business like what was the best time of year for the setting of hens, or what was good to cure colic in children, and things like that. 

			Any man so pursued by admiration and by hero-wor-shipping might easily feel his chest swell out a bit, so it’s no wonder that Darby began to hold himself up more and more as a knowledgeable man.

			He took to talking slowly and to shutting one eye when he listened, and he walked with a knowledgeable twist to his shoulders. He grew monstrously fond of all public gatherings where people made much of him, and he lost every ounce of liking he ever had for hard work. 

			Things went on with him in this way from bad to worse, and where it would have ended no man knows, if one unlucky morning he hadn’t refused his wife Bridget when she asked him to fetch her in a creel of turf. The unfortunate man said it was no work for the likes of him. 

			She had sent the children down as far as the potato pit to play for a while, you see, so that she could get her chores done in the kitchen as quickly as possible and there was nobody around to help her fetch in the turf only Darby.

			These last words were still leaving his lips when he realised his mistake, and he would have given the whole world to have them back again.

			For a minute you could have heard a pin drop. Bridget, instead of being in a hurry to begin at him, deliberately took her time. She planted herself in the doorway, her two fists on her hips, and her lips shut. 

			The look Julius Caesar threw at a servant girl he’d caught stealing sugar from the royal cupboard was the glance she waved up and down from Darby’s toes to his head, and from his head all the way back down to his toes. 

			Then she began and talked steady as a fall of hail that has now and then a bit of lightning and thunder mixed into it. The knowledgeable man stood pretending to brush his hat and trying to look brave, but the heart inside of him was melting like butter. 

			Bridget began easily by carelessly mentioning that he would have had nothing to tell his legions of admirers when they arrived at the house asking him what time of the year was best for the setting of hens or how best to cure colic in children, only that he snuck inside when they weren’t looking and got her to divulge everything she knew. After that, she began wondering what all of his many admirers would say if they realised that he would very likely still be imprisoned by the fairies if it hadn’t been for the crafty planning of her own sister Maureen Broderick, formerly McGibney but now married to her beloved Bob Broderick since the day after her return from Slievenamon. She added that Maureen, in spite of having been stolen away by the fairies for three long years, was much the more fortunate sister for she was now married to a quiet, decent, inoffensive lad like Bob and not to a braggadocious, heart-scalding scoundrel like him. Through it all, Darby daren’t say a word. 

			’Twas but natural next for Bridget to explain what a poor creature her husband was the day she got him, and what she might have been if she had married any one of the six others who had asked her. She turned then to the shortcomings and misfortunes of his blood relations, which she followed back to the blaggardism of the fourth cousin of his great-grandfather, Phelim McFadden. 

			Even in his misery, poor Darby couldn’t but marvel at her wonderful memory. By the time she began talking of her own family, and especially of her Great-Aunt Honoria O’Shaughnessy, Darby was as wilted and as forlorn-looking as a rooster caught out in the winter rain. Honoria had once shaken hands with a bishop, you see, and, in the rebellion of 1798, she had thrown a brick at a Lord Lieutenant, when he came riding by.

			Darby lost more pride in those few minutes than it had taken months to gather and hoard. It kept falling like great drops from his forehead. 

			Bridget was showing no signs of slowing down when, all of a sudden, Darby screwed his caubeen down on his head, stuck his fingers in his two ears, and, making one grand rush through the door, bolted as fast as his legs could carry him down the road towards Slievenamon. Bridget stood on the step looking after him and commanding him to turn back and face the music but, with his fingers still in his ears, so that he couldn’t hear her commands, he ran without stopping until he came to the willow-tree near Joey Hooligan’s smithy. There he slowed down to fill his lungs with the fresh, sweet afternoon air. 

			’Twas one of those warm-hearted, laughing early spring days which steals for a short while the bonnet and shawl of the approaching May. The sun, from a sky of feathery whiteness, leaned over, telling jokes to the world, and the fields and hills, fully awake now after their winter slumber, laughed back at the sun. Even the blackbird flying over the hawthorn tree looked down and sang to those below, ‘God save all here’ and the linnet from her bough answered back quick and sweet, ‘God save you kindly, sir!’ 

			With such pleasant sights and sounds and twittering at every side, our hero didn’t feel the time passing until he was at the foot of Slievenamon itself. It wasn’t quite lonesome and deserted enough there and he fancied that, if he climbed to the very top of the mountain, it would suit him better.  

			The day was very warm for the time of year, though, so Darby sought shelter in the shade of a tree. He sat himself down in the long, sweet grass, lit his pipe, and let his mind go free. But, as he did, his thoughts rose together like a flock of frightened, angry pheasants, and whirred back to the audacious things Bridget had said about his relations. 

			Wasn’t she the mendacious woman, he thought, to say such things about as elegant stock as the O’Gills and the Gradys? 

			Why, William O’Gill, Darby’s uncle, at that minute, was head butler at Castle Beckwith, and was known far and wide as being one of the finest scholars and as having the most beautiful pair of legs in all Ireland! This same William O’Gill had told Bridget in Darby’s own hearing that the O’Gills had at one time been kings in Ireland and were deserving of a picture-gallery as great as the one in Castle Beckwith, if not greater still. Sure hadn’t the Beckwith crowd only arrived over from England a few centuries ago whereas the O’Gills were one of the ancient Irish families.

			Darby could never remember whether William had told him that the O’Gills ruled Ireland before or after the flood. Bridget often said that it was an awful pity that it wasn’t during the flood, so that they could have all been washed away and he wouldn’t be around now to torment her. Darby paid her no heed when she said as much. He knew that his uncle must be right for he often felt in himself the signs of greatness. 

			And now, as he sat alone on the grass, he said out loud:  ‘If I had my rights I’d be doing nothing all day long but sitting on a throne, and playing games of forty-five with the lord lieutenant and some of my generals. There never was a lord that likes good eating or drinking better than me, or who hates worse to get up early in the morning. That last dislike I’m told is a great sign entirely of gentle blood the world over,’ says he. 

			As for the wife’s people, the McGibneys and the O’Shaughnessys, well – they were no great shakes, he said to himself, at least so far as looks were concerned. The handsomeness in Darby’s children came from his own side of the family. Even Father Cassidy said that all eight of the children took after the O’Gills. 

			‘If I were rich,’ said Darby, to a lazy aul bumblebee who was droning and tumbling in front of him, ‘I’d have a castle like Castle Beckwith, with a great picture-gallery in it. On one wall I’d put the pictures of the O’Gills and the Gradys, and on the wall opposite them I’d have the McGibneys and the O’Shaughnessys and then, we’d see.’ 

			At that idea his heart bubbled in a new and fierce delight. ‘Bridget’s people,’ he says again, scowling at the bee, ‘would look four times as common as they really are, when they were compared in that way with my own relations. And whenever Bridget got into one of her tempers, I’d take her in and show her the difference between the two clans, just to punish her, so I would.’ 

			How long the lad sat that way warming the cold thoughts of his heart with drowsy, pleasant dreams and misty longings when what did he hear but tack, tack, tack, tack. It was the busy sound of a little hammer from the other side of a fallen oak. 

			‘By jingo!’ he says to himself with a start, ‘’tis the leprechaun that’s in it.’ 

			In a second he was on his hands and knees, the tails of his coat flung across his back, and he crawling softly toward the sound of the hammer. Quiet as a mouse, he lifted himself up on the mossy log to look over, and there, before his two popping eyes, was a sight of pure wonderment. 

			Sitting on a white stone and working away like fury, hammering pegs into a little red shoe, half the size of your thumb, was a bald-headed aul cobbler of about twice the height of your hand. On the top of a round, snub nose was perched a pair of horn-rimmed spectacles, and a narrow fringe of iron-grey whiskers grew under his stubby chin. The brown leather apron he wore was so long that it covered his green knee-breeches and almost hid the knitted grey stockings. As he worked, the leprechaun mumbled and muttered in great discontent.

			 ‘Oh, haven’t I the hard, hard luck,’ he said. ‘I’ll never have them done in time for him to dance in tonight. So, then, I’ll be killed entirely,’ says he. ‘Was there ever another fairy as wearing on shoes and brogues and dancing-slippers as King Brian Connors himself? Haven’t I the –’ Looking up, he saw Darby. 

			‘A very good day to you, decent man!’ says the cobbler, jumping up. Giving a sharp cry, he pointed quickly at Darby’s stomach. ‘But what’s that horrible, ugly thing you have crawling and creeping on your waistcoat?’ he said, pretending to be all excited. 

			‘Divil a thing on my waistcoat,’ answered Darby, as cold as ice, ‘or anywhere else that’ll make me take my two bright eyes off you, not for a second,’ says he. 

			‘Well! Well! Will you look at that, now?’ laughed the cobbler. ‘Mark how quick and handy he took me up! Will you have a pinch of snuff, clever man?’ he asked, holding up the little box. 

			‘Is it the same snuff you gave Barney McBride a while ago?’ asked Darby, sarcastically. ‘Leave off your foolish-ness,’ says our hero, growing fierce, ‘and grant me at once the favour of the three wishes, or I’ll have you smoking like a herring in my own chimney before nightfall,’ says he. 

			At that, the leprechaun, seeing that he but wasted time on so knowledgeable a man as Darby O’Gill, surrendered, and granted the favour of the three wishes. 

			‘What is it you ask?’ says the cobbler, himself turning very sour and sullen all of a sudden. ‘First and foremost,’ says Darby, ‘I want a home of my ancestors, and it must be a castle like Castle Beckwith, with pictures of my kith and kin on the wall, and then facing them pictures of my wife Bridget’s kith and kin on the other wall.’ 

			‘That favour I give you, that wish I grant you,’ says the fairy, making the shape of a castle on the ground with his cobbler’s awl. ‘What next?’ he grunted. 

			‘I want gold enough for me and many generations after me to enjoy in grandeur the place forever.’ 

			‘Always the gold,’ sneered the little man, bending to draw with his awl on the turf the shape of a purse. 

			‘Now for your third and last wish. Have a care!’ 

			‘I want the castle set at the foot of Slievenamon where we two are standing, so that the great mountain itself can be our back garden and the children’s playground,’ says Darby. Then sweeping with his arm, he says, ‘Not only that but I want the land for many miles about us to be my demesne.’

			The Leprechaun struck his awl on the ground. ‘That wish I give you, that wish I grant you,’ he says. With that he straightened himself up, and grinning most aggravatingly all the while, he looked Darby over from top to toe. ‘You’re a fine, knowledgeable man, but have a care with the fourth wish!’ says he. 

			As he knew right well that there was more of a challenge than a friendly warning in what the small lad said, Darby snapped his fingers at him and cried: 

			‘Have no fear, little man! If you promised me the whole of Ireland for my demesne, I wouldn’t be so foolish as to make a fourth wish. I’m going home now to fetch Bridget and the children, and the only uneasy feeling I have is that you’ll not keep your word, so I’d thank you kindly to have the castle here ready before us when I come back.’ 

			‘Oh! I’m not to be trusted, is it?’ screeched the little lad, flaring into a blazing passion. He jumped upon the log that was between them, and with one fist behind his back, shook the other at Darby. 

			‘You ignorant, suspicious-minded blaggard!’ says he. ‘How dare the likes of you say the likes of that to the likes of me!’ cried the cobbler. ‘I’d have you know,’ he says, ‘that I had a reputation for truth and veracity equal if not superior to the best of them, long before you were even born!’ he shouted. ‘I’ll take no high talk from a man that’s afraid to talk to his own wife when she’s in a tantrum!’ says the Leprechaun. 

			‘It’s easy to know you’re not a married man,’ says Darby, scornfully, ‘because if you –’

			The lad stopped short, forgetting what he was going to say in his surprise and agitation, for the very ground underneath them was waving up and down like a great green blanket that is being shook by two women and they doing their washing. The enchantment had already begun to make things ready for the castle. A dozen fine trees that stood in a little grove nearby bent their heads quickly together, and then, by some invisible hand, they were plucked up by the roots and dropped aside much the same as a man might grasp a handful of weeds and fling them from his garden. 

			The ground under the knowledgeable man’s feet kept on rumbling and heaving. He waited for no more. With a cry that was half of gladness and half of fear, he turned on his heels and started on a run down into the valley, leaving the little cobbler standing on the log, shouting abuse after him and ballyragging him as he ran. 

			So excited was Darby that he was nearly run over by a wave of great brown building stones which were moving down toward him in an orderly fashion like a flock of driven sheep, but they moved without so much as bruising a blade of grass or bending a twig, as they came. 

			Only once, he threw a look back. The whole place was in a great commotion; a whirlwind was sweeping over it, whether of dust or of mist he couldn’t tell. 

			After this, Darby never looked back again or to the right or the left of him, but kept straight on until he found himself, panting and puffing, at his own kitchen door. ’Twas ten minutes before he could speak, but at last, when he told Bridget to make ready herself and the children to go up to Slievenamon with him immediately, she sensed how important this turn of events was for all the family. For once in her life, that remarkable woman, without asking any of the particulars, set to work washing the children’s faces. 

			Maybe she dabbed a little more soap in their eyes than was needful, but sure the whole household was in a furore; though if she did, not a whimper broke from the eight little heroes. For that matter, not one word, good, bad or indifferent, did herself speak until the whole family were trudging down the lane two by two, marching like soldiers.

			As they came near to Slievenamon, the darkness of a black night swooped suddenly down upon them. Darby hurried on a step or two ahead and, although he was ready for something fine, yet the greatness that met his gaze knocked the breath out of him. 

			Across the deep valley, he saw lined against the evening sky the roof of an immense castle, with towers and parapets and battlements. Under the towers a thousand sullen windows glowed red in the black walls. Castle Beckwith couldn’t hold a candle to it. 

			‘Behold!’ says Darby, flinging out his arm, and turning to his wife, who was a few strides behind him with the children, ‘behold the castle of my ancestors who were my forefathers!’ 

			‘How,’ says Bridget, who hadn’t heard him rightly, ‘how in the name of all that’s holy could your aunt’s sisters be your four fathers?’ 

			Darby was about to clear up the misunderstanding between himself and his wife when, at that very instant from the right-hand side of the mountain came a cracking of whips, a rattling of wheels, and the rush of horses, and, lo and behold, a great dark coach with flashing lamps, and drawn by four coal-black horses, dashed up the hill and stopped beside them. Two shadowy men were on the driver’s box. 

			‘Is this Lord Darby O’Gill?’ asked one of them, in a deep, muffled voice. Before Darby could reply, Bridget took the words out of his mouth. 

			‘It is!’ she cried, in a kind of a half cheer, ‘and Lady O’Gill and the children.’ 

			‘Then hurry up!’ says the coachman. ‘Your supper’s getting cold.’ 

			Without waiting for anyone, Bridget flung open the carriage-door, and pushing Darby aside jumped in among the cushions. Darby, his heart sizzling with vexation at her audacity, lifted the children in one after another, and then got in himself. 

			He couldn’t understand at all the change in his wife, for she had always been the most orderly, modest woman in the parish. 

			Well, he’d no sooner shut the door than crack went the whip, the horses gave a spring, the carriage jumped, and across to Slievenamon they went. For fastness, there was never another carriage-ride like that before nor since. Darby held tight with both hands to the window, his face pressed against the glass. He couldn’t tell whether the horses were flying or whether the coach was falling down into the valley. By the hollow feeling in his stomach, he thought they were falling. He was striving to think of some prayers when there came a terrible jolt which sent his two heels against the roof and his head between the cushions. As he righted himself the wheels began to grate on a gravelled road and they couldn’t have gone far when the carriage drew up in a flurry, and he saw through the gloom a high iron gate being slowly opened. 

			‘Pass on,’ said a voice from somewhere in the shadows; ‘their supper’s getting cold.’ 

			As they flew under the great archway Darby had a glimpse of the thing which had opened the gate, and had said their supper was getting cold. It was standing on its hind legs; in the darkness he couldn’t be quite sure as to its shape, but it was either a bear or a lion.

			His mind was in a ponder about this when, with a swirl and a bump, the carriage stopped another time, and now it stood before a broad flight of stone steps which led up to the main door of the castle. 

			Darby, half afraid, peering out through the darkness, saw a square of light high above him which came from the open hall door. Three servants in livery stood waiting on the threshold. 

			‘Make haste, make haste!’ says one, in a doleful voice; ‘Their supper’s getting cold.’ Hearing these words, Bridget immediately bounced out, and was half way up the steps before Darby could catch her and hold her until the children had all left the carriage. 

			‘I never in all my life saw her so audacious,’ he says, half crying, and linking her arm to keep her back, and then, with the children following two by two, according to size, the whole family paraded up the steps, until Darby, with a gasp of delight, stopped on the threshold of a splendid hall. From a high ceiling hung great flags from every nation of the world which swung and swayed in the dazzling light. 

			Two lines of men and maid servants dressed in silks and satins and brocades, stood facing each other, bowing and smiling and waving their hands in welcome. The two lines stretched down to the gold stairway at the far end of the hall. 

			For half of one minute, Darby, the eyes in his head as big as teacups, stood hesitating. Then he said, ‘Why should it fluster me? Arrah, isn’t it all mine? Aren’t all these people in my pay? I’ll engage it’s a pretty penny all this grandeur is costing me to keep up this minute.’ He threw out his chest. ‘Come on, Bridget!’ he says; ‘ let’s go into the home of my ancestors.’ 

			Scarcely had he stepped into the beautiful place when two pipers with their pipes, two fiddlers with their fiddles, two flute-players with their flutes, and they all dressed in scarlet and gold, stepped out in front of him, and, thus, to melodious music the family proudly marched down the hall, climbed up the golden stairway at its end, and then turned to enter the biggest room Darby had ever seen.

			Something in his soul whispered that this was the picture-gallery. ‘By the powers of Holy Saint Peter!’ says the knowledgeable man to himself, ‘I wouldn’t be in Bridget’s place this minute for all the riches of Croesus! Wait, oh just wait, until she has to compare her relations with my own fine people! I know how she’ll feel, but I wonder what she’ll say,’ he says. 

			The thought that all the unjust things, all the un-reasonable things Bridget had said about his kith and kin were just going to be disproved and turned against herself made him proud and happy. 

			But he should have remembered his own advice that he’d been giving to all and sundry not to make nor moil nor meddle with the fairies, for now he was to get his first hard blow from the little leprechaun.

			 It was the picture-gallery sure enough, but how terribly different everything was from what the poor lad expected. There on the left wall, grand and noble, shone the pictures of Bridget’s people. Of all the well-dressed, handsome, proud-appearing persons in the whole world, the McGibneys and the O’Shaughnessys would compare with the best. This was hard enough for Darby to take, though a much more crushing knock was still to come. Opposite them on the right wall glowered the O’Gills and the Gradys, and of all the ragged, sheep-stealing, hangdog-looking villains one ever saw in jail or out of jail, it was Darby’s kindred. 

			The place of honour on the right wall was given to the fourth cousin of Darby’s great-grandfather, Phelim McFadden, and he was even painted with a pair of handcuffs on him. William O’Gill had a squint in his right eye, and his thin legs were bowed like hoops on a barrel. 

			If you have ever at night been groping your way through a dark room, and got a sudden, hard bump on the forehead from the edge of the door, you can understand the feelings of the knowledgeable man. 

			‘Take that picture out!’ he said, hoarsely, as soon as he could speak. ‘And will someone kindly introduce me to the man who made it? Because,’ he says, ‘I intend to take the blaggard’s life! There was never a squinty-eyed O’Gill since the world began,’ says he.

			Think of his horror and surprise when he saw the left eye of William O’Gill twist itself slowly over toward his nose and squint worse than the right eye. 

			Pretending not to see this, and hoping no one else had either, Darby fiercely led the way over to the other wall. 

			Before him stood the handsome picture of Honoria O’Shaughnessy, and she dressed in a suit of armour like the knights of old used to wear. She held a spear in her hand with a golden cross on one side of the blade and a golden shamrock on the other, and her smile was proud and high. 

			‘Take that likeness out, too,’ says Darby, spitefully; ‘for that’s not a decent suit of clothes for any woman to wear!’ 

			The next minute you might have knocked him down with a feather, for the picture of Honoria O’Shaughnessy opened its mouth and stuck out its tongue at him. 

			‘The supper’s getting cold, the supper’s getting cold!’ someone cried at the other end of the picture-gallery. Two big doors were swung open, and glad enough was our poor, dejected hero to follow the musicians down to the room where the eating and drinking were due to take place. 

			This was another grand room with lots of looking-glasses, and it was bright with a thousand candles, and white with the shiniest marble. On the table was boiled beef and radishes and carrots and roast mutton and all kinds of fancy eating and drinking. Behind these stood fruits and sweets and custards for afterwards and they stretched back as far as the eye could see. 

			A high-backed chair stood ready for each of the family, and ’twas a lovely sight for Darby to see them all sitting there, himself at the head, Bridget at the foot, the children – not knowing whether they were glad or sorry – sitting bolt upright on both sides, with a bewigged and befrilled serving-man standing haughtily behind every chair. 

			The eating and drinking would have begun at once and, in truth, there was already a bit of boiled beef on Darby’s plate, only that he spied a little silver bell beside him. It puzzled the knowledgeable man, and this same bell was the beginning of his misfortune. 

			‘I wonder,’ he thought, ‘if it’s here for the same reason as the bell at the Curragh races. Do they ring it so that all at the table will start eating and drinking fairly and squarely at the same time, and no one has the advantage, or is it,’ he says to himself again, still puzzled, ‘to ring when the head of the house thinks everyone has had enough? Haven’t the quality some strange ways about them! I’ll be a long time learning them,’ he says. 

			He sat silently staring at the boiled beef on his plate, afraid to start in without ringing the bell, and dreading to risk ringing it. The grand servants towered coldly over Darby and his family, their chins tilted, but they kept throwing glances over their shoulders to one another that were so scornful and haughty that Darby shivered at the thought of showing any lack of sophistication whatsoever. 

			While our hero sat thus in uneasy contemplation and growing mortification, a powdered head poked over his left shoulder, and a soft, beguiling voice said, ‘is there any- thing else you’d wish for?’ 

			The foolish lad twisted in his chair, opened his mouth to speak, and gave a look at the bell; shame rushed to his cheeks, he picked up a bit of the boiled beef on his fork, and, to conceal his turmoil, gave his wretched answer: ‘I’d wish for a pinch of salt, if you please,’ says he. 

			It was no sooner said than came the crash and what a roaring crash it was! The lights blew themselves out together at a breath and left the whole place in pitch-black dark- ness. All around him, Darby heard roaring, smashing, crunching noises, like the ocean’s madness when the wintry storms break against the Kerry shore, and, in that roar, was mingled the tearing of the furniture, the splitting of the walls and the falling of the chimneys. But through all this confusion could be heard the shrill, laughing voice of the leprechaun. ‘The clever man went and made his fourth grand wish’ it howled. 

			Darby, a thousand wild voices screaming and mocking above him, was on his back kicking and squirming and striving to get up, but something was holding him down and something was binding his eyes shut. 

			‘I’m so sorry, Bridget!’ he cried. ‘Are you killed, asthore, and where are the children?’ he says. 

			Instead of an answer, there was suddenly a fierce and angry silence all around him, and its suddenness frightened the lad more than all the wild confusion before. 

			It was a full minute before he dared to open his eyes to face the horrors which he felt were standing about him; but when he gained courage enough to look, all he saw was the mountain cloaked in the darkness of the night yet slightly brightened by a thin, new moon. 

			Darby struggled to his feet. Not a stone of the castle was left and every sign of the little cobbler’s work had melted like April snow. The very trees Darby had seen pulled up by their roots that same afternoon now stood a waving blur below the new moon, and a nightingale was singing in their branches. A cricket chirped mournfully on the same fallen log which had hidden the leprechaun. 

			‘Bridget! Bridget!’ Darby called again and again. Only a lively owl on a distant hill answered. 

			The thought jumped into the boy’s bewildered mind that maybe the leprechaun had stolen Bridget and the children and it made him shiver from head to toe. The poor man turned, and headed for home. 

			There wasn’t a pool in the road that he waited to go around and there wasn’t a ditch in his path that he didn’t leap over. He ran as he had never run before, until he reached his own front door. 

			His heart stood still as he peeped through the window. There were the children gathered around Bridget, who sat with the youngest asleep in her lap before the fire, rocking him back and forth, and she crooning his favourite lullaby.

			Tears of gladness crept into Darby’s eyes as he looked in upon his wife. ‘God bless her every day of her life!’ he says to himself. ‘She’s the treasure of the McGibneys and the O’Shaughnessys, and she’s a proud feather in the cap of every O’Gill and Grady, dead, living and yet to come.’ 

			’Twas well he had this happy thought to cheer him as he lifted the door-latch, for the last of the little cobbler’s spiteful tricks waited in the house to meet Darby. The events of that day might have made a funny story for them all to look back at and make them laugh in years to come but neither Bridget nor the children remembered a single thing of all that had just happened to them. They were willing to swear an oath that they had been no farther than their own potato pit since their aul rooster Terry flapped his wings and crowed that morning to wake them.


			The Conversion of Father Cassidy

			I told you before of the many nights when, with the children in bed and Bridget gone after them, old Brian Connors, King of the Fairies, used to sit visiting at Darby O’Gill’s own fireside but I never told you of the wild night when the King faced Father Cassidy there. 

			Darby O’Gill sat by the fire in his own kitchen the night after Andy O’Rourke’s burying, thinking over a great debate that was held at the wake. 

			It was half-witted Red Durgan who had begun it by asking loudly and suddenly of the whole company who were assembled there, ‘Who was the greatest man that ever lived in the whole world? I want to know in particular, and I’d like to know at once,’ he says. 

			At that, the deliberations started.

			Martin Kavanagh, the schoolmaster, held out for Julius Caesar because Caesar had trounced the widow woman Cleopatra. 

			Barney McBride stood up for Napoleon Bonaparte, and wanted to fight Dennis Moriarity for disputing against the Frenchman, although those two never needed much cause to start fighting with each other ever since the unpleasantness over the two speckled hens. 

			Nevertheless, the starter of the real excitement was Winnie Fay. She was not what you’d call a great historian, but the parish thought her a fine, sensible woman. She said that the greatest man was Nebuchadnezzar, the King of the Babylonians, who took to eating grass like a cow and grew fat and healthy on it.

			‘Did Caesar or Bonaparte ever pull off as great a trick as that, I ask you?’ she says. 

			Well, pretty soon everyone was talking at once, hurling at each other, as they would paving stones and they building a house, the names of poets and warriors and scholars. 

			But, after all was said and done, the mourners went away in the early hours of the morning with nothing settled.

			 So the night after, while Darby was warming his shins before his own turf fire in deep and calm contemplation over these lively conversations, the King of the Good People flew raging into the kitchen.

			‘Darby O’Gill, what do you think of your wife Bridget?’ says he, fiercely. 

			‘Faith, I don’t know what she’s after doing,’ says Darby, rubbing his shins and looking troubled, ‘but I can guess it’s something mighty disagreeable. She wore her blue petticoat and her white shawl when she went out yesterday morning, and I always expect ructions when she puts on that fine suit of clothes. You don’t know how uncomfortable she can make things sometimes, quiet as she looks,’ says he. 

			‘On the contrary, it’s well I know, decent man!’ says the master of Slievenamon, ‘and you’ll rage and you’ll roar when you hear what I have to tell you. She went this day to Father Cassidy and slandered me something outrageous,’ he says. ‘She told him that you are after getting into the habit of conspiring with an aul, wicked, thieving fairy-man late at night, and that, if something isn’t done at once, your soul is in grave danger of being destroyed entirely.’ 

			When Darby found that it was not really himself that was being slandered to the priest, but only the King, he grew easier in his feelings. ‘Sure you wouldn’t mind women’s talk,’ says he, waving his hand in a lofty way. ‘Many a good man has been given a bad name by them before this, and will be again. You’re not the first by any means,’ says he. ‘And look upon it this way. If Bridget makes for you a bad reputation, immortal fellow as you are, you have many, many years ahead of you to live it down. Be sensible, King!’ he says.

			 ‘But I do mind, and I must mind!’ bawled the little fairy-man, every hair and whisker bristling, ‘for this minute Father Cassidy is putting the bridle and saddle on his black hunter, Terror; he has a prayer-book in his pocket, and he’s coming to read prayers over me and to banish me into the sea. Hark! Listen to that,’ he says. 

			As he spoke, a shrill little voice broke into singing outside the window:

			‘Oh, what’ll you do if the kettle boils over, 

			Sure, what’ll you do but fill it again; 

			Ah, what’ll you do if you marry a soldier, 

			But pack up your clothes and march down the lane.’ 

			‘That’s the signal!’ says the King, all agitated; ‘he’s coming and I’ll face him here at this hearth, but divil a foot he’ll put over that threshold until I give him leave. Then we’ll have it out face to face like men around about this fire!’ 

			When Darby heard those words, great fright struck him. 

			‘If a hair of his Reverence’s head be harmed,’ he says, ‘’tis not you but me and my wife and my children will be blamed for it. Please go back to Slievenamon this night, for the sake of a bit of peace and quiet!’ he begged. 

			While Darby spoke, the fairy-man wasn’t paying him any attention at all but rather he was fixing one stool on top of another under the window. 

			‘I’ll sit at this window,’ says the King of the Good People, wagging his head threateningly, ‘and from here I’ll give my orders. The trouble he’s trying to bring on others is the trouble I’ll trouble him with. If he comes like a decent man, he’ll go like a decent man; if he comes bothering me, he’ll go having been bothered himself,’ says he. 

			The King spoke no less than the truth, for, at that very minute, Terror, as fine a horse as ever followed hounds, was galloping down the starlit road to Darby’s house, and over Terror’s mane bent as fine a horseman as ever took on the challenge of a six-bar gate – Father Cassidy. 

			On and on through the moonlight they clattered, until they came in sight of Darby’s gate, where, unseen and invisible, a score of the Good People, with thorns in their fists, lay sniggering and laughing, waiting for the horse. Of course, the fairies couldn’t harm the pious man himself, but the poor beast Terror was completely at their mercy. 

			‘We’ll not stop to open the gate, Terror,’ says his Rever- ence, patting the horse’s neck. ‘I’ll give you a bit of a lift with the bridle-rein and a touch like that on the flank, and then you’ll clear it for me, my dear little swallow.’ 

			Well, the priest rose in his stirrups, lifted the rein and gave him a touch on the flank, and Terror was just crouching for the spring when, with a terrible snort of pain, the beast whirled round and rushed like a sudden gust of wind back up the road. 

			His Reverence pulled the horse to its haunches and swung him round once more facing the cottage. Up on his hind feet went Terror and stood crazy for a second, pawing the air, then with a cry of rage and pain in his throat, the beast turned, made a rush for the hedge at the roadside, and cleared it like an arrow. 

			Now, just beyond the hedge was a bog that was both so thin that the geese wouldn’t walk on it and so thick that the ducks couldn’t swim in it. Into the middle of that cold pond Terror fell with an almighty splash and Father Cassidy along with him. 

			That minute, the King climbed down from the window splitting his sides with laughter. ‘Darby,’ he says, slapping his knees, ‘Father Cassidy is floundering about in the bog outside. He’s not hurt, but he’s mighty cold and uncom- fortable. Go down there to him, make him promise not to read any prayers this night and then bring him in alto- gether. Tell him, that if he doesn’t promise, he may stay reading his prayers in the bog until morning, for he can’t get out unless some of my people go in and help him!’ says the King. 

			Darby’s heart began hammering against his ribs as though he were a blacksmith making the heaviest of horse-shoes.

			‘If that’s so, I’m a ruined man!’ he says. ‘I’d give twenty pounds rather than face him now in the state he must be in!’ 

			The distracted lad put his hat on to go out, and then he took it off again to stay in. He let a groan out of him that shook every bone in his body. 

			‘You may save him or leave him,’ says the King, turning to the window. ‘If he’s not out of the bog in five minutes, I’d advise you to leave the country. Maybe you’ll only have a pair of cow’s horns put on you by his curses and maledictions, but I think you’ll be killed,’ he says. ‘My own mind’s easy. He brought it on himself and I wash my hands of him!

			‘That’s the great comfort and advantage of having your soul’s salvation fixed and certain one way or the other,’ says the King, peering out. ‘When you do a thing, bad as it is or good as it may be, your mind is still easy, because –’ He turned from the window to look at Darby, but the lad was gone out into the moonlight, and was shrinking and cringing up toward the bog, as though he were going to meet and talk with the ghost of a man he’d murdered. Not just any old ghost you understand, which would have been bad enough for, as the whole of Ballinderg knew right well, Darby had a terrible fear of ghosts. ’Twas a harsher and angrier voice he heard once he arrived at the bog than that of any ghost, murdered or otherwise.

			Father Cassidy sat with his feet drawn up on Terror, and the horse had nearly sunken in the mire. At times, he urged Terror over to the bank, and just as the poor beast had reached the edge and was rising to step out, it’d be whirled right back in again. 

			‘Is that you, Darby O’Gill, you vagabond?’ cried his Reverence. ‘Help me out of this to the dry land so as I can take the life of you!’ he cried. 

			‘What right has anyone to go trespassing in my bog, messing it all up and spoiling it?’ says Darby, pretending not to recognise the priest; ‘I keep it private for my ducks and geese, and I’ll have the law on you, so I will. Oh, by the powers of Holy Saint Peter, ’tis my own dear Father Cassidy!’ he cried. 

			Father Cassidy, as an answer, reached for a handful of mud, which he aimed and flung so fairly and squarely that, three days afterwards, Darby was still pulling bits of it from his hair. 

			‘I have a whip that I’ll keep especially for your own two legs!’ cried his Reverence; ‘I’ll teach you to tell lies to everyone in the parish about your being with the fairies, and for deluding your own poor Bridget. I came down this night to expose you but now that’s the least I’ll do to you!’ 

			‘Faith,’ says Darby, his own temper flaring, ‘if I was with the fairies, ’tis no less than you are this minute, and if you expose me, I’ll expose you!’ With that, Darby up and told the priest what was the cause of the whole botheration. 

			His Reverence, after the telling, waited not a minute, but kicked the spurs into Terror, and the brave horse headed once more for shore. ’Twas no use as he was whirled back once again into the mire to flounder. 

			‘You’ll not be able to get out, Father dear,’ says Darby, ‘until you promise firmly not to read any prayers over the Good People this night and not only that but you must also promise never to hurt or distress me on any account. About this last promise the King is very particular indeed.’ 

			‘You dunderheaded oaf!’ says Father Cassidy, turning all the blame on Darby; ‘you meandering murderer of the world!’ he says. ‘You big-headed, bow-legged scorpion!’ cried he, and more scandalous things like that. 

			‘Oh my! Oh my! Oh my!’ says Darby, pretending to be shocked, ‘To think that my own priest should use such terrible language! That my own dear Father Cassidy could speak blaggard words like those! I’m scandalised entirely. Let me implore your Reverence to never again make use of talk like that. It breaks my heart to hear you!’ says the crafty fellow. 

			For a few minutes after that, Darby was doing nothing but dodging handfuls of mud.

			While this was going on, a soft red glow, like that which hangs above the lonely raths and forts at night when the fairies are dancing in them, came over the fields. So when Father Cassidy rose in his stirrups the soft glow was resting on the bog, and there he saw two score of little men in green jackets and brown caps waiting about the pond’s edge, and everyone holding a switch in his hands.

			The little lads knew that it was too dark for the clergyman to read from his book any banishing prayers, and, barring having too much fun, the divil a thing they had to fear!

			’Twas fresh anger that came to Father Cassidy after the first rush of surprise and wonderment. He tried now to get at the Good People, to lay his hands on them. A dozen charges at the bank his Reverence made, and as many times a score of the Good People flew up to meet him and struck the poor beast with their switches until the horse was welted back. 

			Long after the struggle was proven hopeless it went on until at last the poor beast, trembling and disheartened, refused to mind the spur. 

			At that Father Cassidy gave up. ‘I surrender,’ he said, ‘and I promise for the sake of my horse.’ 

			Terror himself understood the words, for with that he waded calm and quiet to the dry land and stood shaking himself there among the pack of fairies. 

			Mighty few words were passed between Darby and Terror’s rider as the whole party went up to Darby’s stable, the little people following behind in a quiet and orderly fashion. 

			It was not long before Terror was nibbling comfortably in a stall, Father Cassidy was drying himself before the kitchen fire, the King and Darby were sitting by the side of the hearth, and two score of the green-cloaked Good People were scattered about the kitchen waiting for the great debate which was sure to come between his Reverence and their master, now that the two had finally come face to face. 

			So full was the room that some of the Good People sat on the shelves of the dresser, others lay on the table, their chins in their fists, whilst Niall Beg went to perch himself on a picture above the hearth. He’d no sooner touched the picture-frame than he let a howl out of him and jumped to the floor. ‘I’m burned to the bone!’ says he. 

			‘No wonder,’ says the King, looking up; ‘’twas a picture of St Patrick you were sitting on.’ 

			Padraig Oge, swinging his heels, balanced himself on the edge of a churn filled with buttermilk, whilst he and every single one of his cohorts had their eyes fastened on the priest. 

			And to tell the truth, Father Cassidy, at first, was more scornful and impolite than he needed to be. 

			‘I suppose,’ says his Reverence, ‘you do be worrying a good deal about the place you’re going to after the Day of Judgment?’ he says, in a kind of mocking way.

			‘Arrah, now,’ says the King, taking the pipe from his mouth and staring hard at the clergyman, ‘there’s more than me ought to be studying over that question. There’s a parish priest I know, and he’s not far from where I’m sitting, who ate meat on a fast day, three years ago come next Michaelmas, who should be a good lot interested in that same place,’ says the King. 

			The laughing and tittering that followed this hit lasted a minute or more. 

			Father Cassidy turned scarlet. ‘When I ate it, I forgot the day!’ he cried. 

			‘That’s what you say,’ says the King, smiling sweet, ‘but saying that doesn’t help your chances much. Maybe you failed to say your prayers a year ago last Easter Monday night for the same reason?’ asked the King, very cuttingly. 

			At this, the uproarious laughing broke out again, some of the little men holding their sides and tears rolling down their cheeks; two lads began dancing together before the china dishes upon the dresser. But, at the height of the merriment, there was a cry and a splash, for Padraig Oge had fallen into the churn. 

			Before anyone could help him, Padraig had climbed bravely up the churn-dash, hand over hand like a sailor who’d fallen into the perilous sea, and clambered out all white and dripping. ‘Don’t mind me,’ he says; ‘carry on with your discussion!’ he cried, shaking himself. The King of the Good People looked vexed. 

			‘I marvel at ye and I’m ashamed of ye!’ he says. ‘If I’m not able to tackle this deluded man by myself, your shouting and your gallivanting will do me no good. Besides, fair play is a jewel in the crown of the world and even two against one isn’t fair,’ says the King. ‘If I hear another word from one of ye, back to Slievenamon ye’ll all go, and lay there on the broad of your backs, with your heels in the air, for a year and ten days!

			‘You were about to observe, Father Cassidy,’ says his Majesty, bowing low, ‘your most obedient servant!’ 

			‘I was about to say,’ cried his Reverence, ‘that you’re a friend of Satan!’ 

			‘I’ll not deny that,’ says the King; ‘what have you to say against him?’ 

			‘He’s a rogue and a rapscallion and the enemy of man- kind! That’s what I have to say against him!’ thundered Father Cassidy. 

			‘Prove he’s a rogue and rapscallion!’ cries the King, slapping one hand on the other; ‘and why shouldn’t he be the enemy of mankind? What has mankind ever done for him except to lay the blame of every mean, cowardly trick of its own onto his unfortunate shoulders. Wasn’t it on their account that he was put inside the belly of a swine and driven into the sea? Wasn’t it because of them that he spent seven days and seven nights in the belly of a whale? And wasn’t it –’

			‘Stop there, now!’ says Father Cassidy, pointing his finger; ‘That was Jonah who got tangled up inside the whale.’

			‘You’re working miracles to confuse me!’ shouted the King. 

			‘I’m not!’ cried the priest, ‘and what’s more, if you’ll agree not to use the charms of your dark arts to help your- self, I’ll promise not to work miracles against you.’ 

			‘Done! I’ll agree,’ says the King, ‘and with that bargain I’ll go on first, and I’ll prove that mankind is the enemy of Satan.’ 

			‘Who began the enmity?’ interrupted his Reverence; ‘who started it all by tempting our very first parents?’ 

			‘Not wishing to make little of a man’s relations to his own face, but your first parents were a poor lot,’ said the King. ‘Didn’t your first father turn queen’s evidence against his own poor wife? Answer me that!’ 

			‘Under the circumstances, would you have him tell a lie when he was asked?’ says the priest right back at him. 

			Well, the argument got hotter and hotter until Darby’s mind was in splinters. Sometimes he sided with Aul Nick, sometimes he was against him entirely. Half of what they said he didn’t understand. They tackled each other with theology, they hammered each other with philosophy and they welted each other with anthropology. They bounced up and down in their seats, they shouted and became purple in the face. But every argument brought out another nearly as good and twice as loud. 

			Through all this time, the followers of the King sat upon their perches or lay upon the table motionless, like little wooden images with painted green cloaks and brown caps, with Padraig Oge looking like a little wooden image that’d been dipped in buttermilk.

			Darby, looking from one to the other of them for help to understand the tremendous argument that was going on, felt his brain growing numb. At last, it halted like Shamus Fennell’s donkey on the day on the Clonmel fair last summer, and urge it as he would, not a foot would it stir to follow the great debaters. It turned at last and galloped back to Andy O’Rourke’s wake.

			Now, then, the thought that came into Darby’s head as he sat there beside Father Cassidy and the King was this: ‘The two wisest persons in Ireland are this minute shouting and disputing before my own turf fire. If I ask them the question from the other night, they’ll surely give me the right answer and I’ll be wiser than Martin Kavanagh, the schoolmaster, and twice as wise as any other man in this parish. I’ll do it,’ he says to himself. 

			He raised the tongs and struck them so loudly and brashly against the hearth that the two debaters stopped short in their talk to look at him. 

			‘Tell me,’ he says, ‘leave off and tell me who was the greatest man that ever lived?’ says he. 

			At that, a surprising thing happened. Brian Connors and Father Cassidy, each striving to speak first, answered in the same breath and gave the same name. 

			‘Daniel O’Connell,’ says they. There was, at that very moment, the silence and stillness that is known to follow a great explosion of gunpowder. 

			Then every subject of the King started to his feet. 

			‘Three cheers for Daniel O’Connell!’ cried Niall Beg. Every brown cap was swung in the air. ‘Hooray for the Liberator! Hooray! Hooray! Hooray!’ rang the cheers. 

			His Reverence and the fairy-chief turned sharply about and stared at each other, delighted yet full of wonderment. 

			Darby struck again with the tongs. ‘Who should come in second place?’ says he. Again the two spoke together. 

			‘The poet Tom Moore,’ says they. The King rubbed his hands and gave a very glad look at the priest. Darby marked the friendly light that was stealing into Father Cassidy’s brown eyes. There was great excitement among the Good People up on the cupboard shelves. 

			Sitting back on the churn, Padraig Oge was trying to start three cheers for Father Cassidy, when Darby spoke up again: ‘And who would come in third place?’ he says. 

			The kitchen grew silent and still as the grave, each of the two heroes waiting for the other. 

			The King spoke first. ‘Brian Boru, great defender of Ireland,’ says he. 

			‘No,’ says Father Cassidy, half laughing; ‘Owen Roe O’Neill, great defender of Ireland.’ 

			Padraig Oge jumped from the churn. ‘Owen Roe forever! I always said it!’ cries he. ‘Look at this man, boys,’ he says, pointing up to the priest. ‘There’s the making of the finest bishop in Ireland!’ 

			‘There isn’t a ha’penny’s worth of difference between Owen Roe and Brian Boru! ’Tis one of them two would come in third place, and I don’t care which!’ says the King. 

			The priest and the King sank back in their chairs, eye- ing each other with great admiration. 

			Darby poured out a drop of poteen for all three of them. 

			Says the King to the clergyman, ‘You’re the cleverest and the most knowledgeable man I’ve met in five thousand years. That jolt that you gave me about Jonah was a holy terror!’ 

			‘I never saw your equal!’ says Father Cassidy in reply. ‘If we could only send you to Parliament, you’d free Ireland! And to think,’ says he, ‘that once I used to believe there was no such thing as fairies and I set out to this place to- night with my doubt still upon me!’ 

			‘That was because you were superstitious,’ says the King. ‘Everyone is so, more or less. I am myself – a little,’ says he. 

			As he lifted the drop of poteen to his lips, Father Cassidy became troubled. 

			What would his flock say to see him drinking poteen with a little aul pagan, who was the friend of Aul Nick? 

			‘Your health!’ says the King, holding up the cup. 

			His Reverence took the drop, for decency’s sake, and stood quiet a minute in solemn contemplation. At last he says, ‘Happiness to you and forgiveness to you, and my heart’s pity follow you!’ says he, raising his cup and draining it entirely. 

			He didn’t know rightly whether it was a venial sin or a mortal sin that he’d committed by the bad example he was giving Darby. ‘I wish I could do something for ye,’ he says, putting back on his cloak, ‘but I have only pity and kind wishes to give you, one and all!’ 

			He turned again when his hand was on the door-knob, and was going to say something else, but changed his mind, and went out to where Darby was readying the horse for his departure. 

			Meanwhile, the Good People were consulting eagerly in a knot beside the fireplace, until the King broke away and followed Father Cassidy out. 

			‘Wait a minute!’ the fairy says. ‘There are a few important things that your Reverence should know about,’ he says, ‘so if you’ll both oblige me, I’d like to accompany yourself and noble Terror on your journey homewards and explain it all to you. 

			‘There’s two speckled hens that strayed away from the door of Barney McBride and have settled themselves in the hedge behind Joey Mulligan’s smithy. In an unfortunate coincidence that beats Banagher, your Reverence, Dennis Moriarty brought home with him from the Clonmel fair on that very same day two speckled hens for which he’d paid a reasonable price. 

			‘Barney accused Dennis of theft and there’s been great enmity between the two men and their families ever since but, if they go searching in the hedge behind Joey Mulligan’s smithy, the truth will emerge and all will be well again once accusatory Barney has made his apologies and reparations. Well, the two speckled hens have raised two great clutches of chickens whilst they’ve been in that hedge and perhaps poor, innocent Dennis could be made a gift of them. 

			‘Myself and the lads also wanted to tell you that Dicky Burke is becoming all too fond of getting himself intoxicated every Tuesday and Thursday night and arriving home to Nancy and frightening the life out of her with his scolding and bawling and making terrible demands of the poor, defenceless woman who, out of loyalty to her husband, won’t tell her brothers about the sorry state of affairs. 

			‘Nancy knows well that it’s on account of his grief at their little daughter dying on them two days after she was born last autumn that he’s behaving so badly but it’s her that lost a daughter along with him. He hasn’t raised a hand to her and it’s very remorseful he is once the day has dawned but perhaps he’d benefit from your advice and wisdom, Father Cassidy. 

			‘One final thing we thought you ought to know about so listen well! Tom Healy’s family up the lonesome mountainy way are all down with fever and there’s not one of them well enough to send word and no neighbours nearby. It’s not in mortal danger they are, as of yet, but, without any assistance from a medicine man to get over it, I’d be afraid for them.’

			‘Well!’ says the priest, ‘aren’t you the kindly creature, King Brian Connors! I’ve gathered more vital information about my own parish in the last five minutes than I’d have learned from one end of the year to the next. I’ll attend to all three of those matters in the morning. I’m more grate- ful than I can say. Now isn’t there something I can do in return for all your kindness?’ 

			‘There’s one thing,’ says King Brian Connors, looking at him hopefully. ‘If your Reverence could just as well – if it’d be no positive inconvenience – we’d like mightily for you not to be singing pious hymns as you go riding along the highway after dark. If you’d sing some of the local ballads or darling Tom Moore’s Irish melodies instead. You mean no harm, of course, as it is, but last week you broke up a dance we were having at Murray’s rath, and Saturday night you scattered a crowd of us as we were coming by McGrath’s meadow,’ he says, growing anxious at the memory of it.

			’Twas a peculiar bargain for a clergyman to make, and the truth was that it went against his conscience, but he hadn’t the heart to refuse. So, he bent down and shook the King’s hand. ‘I promise,’ he says. A wild, shrill cheer broke from the throng of Good People who, unbeknownst to the priest until this moment, had been following behind them. 

			‘Now I’ll go home and leave you all in peace,’ says Father Cassidy, gripping his bridle-rein. ‘I came your enemy, but I’m converted. I’ll go back your friend,’ he says. 

			‘You won’t go home alone. We’ll escort you,’ shouted Padraig Oge. 

			‘Indeed and we will!’ added Niall Beg.

			Darby stood at his kitchen door marvelling at the sight of Father Cassidy and King Brian Connors and his fairies travelling together in perfect harmony, until they couldn’t be seen anymore. When he returned to the kitchen, who was sitting by the fire with a cup of tea only Bridget? She’d been woken up by the Good People cheering at the conversion of Father Cassidy. 

			‘I knew well there was trouble brewing when you left this house yesterday morning, Bridget O’Gill, wearing your blue petticoat and your white shawl’ says Darby. ‘I believe it’s telling tales to his Reverence you were about my night-time visitor’

			Groggy and all as she was after being woken from her slumber, Bridget stood her ground against indignant Darby’s accusations of meddling. She told him that any conscientious wife who cared an ounce for her husband’s wellbeing would have done the same. 

			She was growing very worried lately, she told him, that it wasn’t just for his company that the fairy king was visiting him so often but that he was planning to put the comehither on him good and proper this time and march him back to Slievenamon. 

			Her worries really began to take hold the night that he arrived home talking all about the adventure that himself and herself and the eight children had had up in a castle at the foot of Slievenamon after the leprechaun granted him three wishes. Not one other person in the household ever had any memory of this peculiar adventure, try as Darby might to convince them all that it happened right enough. She wondered to herself whether this was the beginning of the comehither, confusing poor Darby over what was real and what was imagined. 

			Well, after that decent man Andy O’Rourke dropped down dead on his way home from Monday morning Mass,  without there having been a sign of sickness on him and shocking his poor wife Peggy to the marrow of her bones, Bridget had decided not to spend any more time worrying and wondering about Darby’s immortal soul but to do something about it before it was too late. That’s why she called in to Father Cassidy and she’d do it again!  

			She was mighty pleased when Darby told her all about Father Cassidy’s conversion that night for, if a man so knowledgeable about souls trusted that King Brian Connors and his cohorts meant no harm to Darby’s, that was good enough for her. She was flabbergasted, however, to hear the question that finally helped them settle their differences. 

			‘Are you telling me that two such wise and knowledge-able men as our own dear Father Cassidy and the five-thousand-year-old King of the Good People spent their time on a silly question like who was the greatest man who ever lived, when there’s so few proper answers to choose from?’

			‘What question would you have them spend their time on?’ says Darby, puzzled.

			‘Who was the greatest woman who ever lived, of course! There’s a real question, Darby O’Gill!’


			The King and the Omadhaun

			The entire village of Ballinderg knew all about the con- version of Father Cassidy the morning after it happened but it was neither Darby O’Gill nor Bridget O’Gill who shared around the story like snuff at a wake but the in- famous poacher Willie Fagan. 

			He was sneaking home that night about one o’clock, with a bag full of rabbits under his arm, when, hearing behind him the beating of horse’s hooves and the sound of melodious music, he jumped into the ditch and lay close within the shadow.

			 Who should come cantering up the starlit road but Father Cassidy, on his big black hunter, Terror? Willie looked for the musicians who were singing and playing the entrancing music, but not one could he see, and what was more, the sounds appeared to be coming not from the ground where Father Cassidy was riding but from the air high above his head. 

			‘’Tis the angels guarding the good man,’ thought Willie to himself firstly but sure then he realised that it was none other than the Good People escorting his Reverence from Darby O’Gill’s house and, to cheer him on his way, they were singing ‘Believe Me, If All Those Endearing Young Charms’ from darling Tom Moore’s Irish melodies. 

			Well, when he set about telling everyone that he crossed paths with early the next morning about this miraculous event, he introduced the story by saying that he was out so late because he’d been over visiting his mother and he’d let the time run away with him. 

			Not one sensible person believed that it wasn’t on account of being up to his old tricks that he was out so late and that led them to doubt the rest of his story but, then, Willie Fagan was renowned as a poacher of unfortunate rabbits and not a spinner of wonderful yarns. The whole thing seemed too extraordinary to have been made up by the likes of him. 

			As soon as Maureen Broderick heard the story from the post-mistress Kitty Clancy and she in buying stamps, she headed to the cottage of her sister Bridget and her brother-in-law Darby to find out what really happened. 

			She was overjoyed to hear that aul Willie had been telling the truth after all because King Brian Connors had often asked Darby, most particularly, to invite Maureen to join them by the fireside but she daren’t upset Father Cassidy, who had been so good as to marry herself and Bob Broderick the day after she returned from Slievenamon, after three long years of imprisonment there. 

			She didn’t hold it against King Brian that he had put the comehither on her and stolen her away for fairies will be fairies, just as King Brian didn’t hold it against her that she helped Darby to escape back home and free herself into the bargain. 

			Faith, he had always admired her but he admired her a great deal more once Darby finally told him the truth one night that they were her crafty plans that led to his triumph over the Good People and that what he did was put them into action.

			 Maureen was fond of the old rogue always but, since she returned from Slievenamon, she was so thankful to him as well because, before his lads had put the comehither on her on his orders, she was unsure and uneasy about marrying Bob Broderick, him having been her only sweetheart ever in the world. 

			She couldn’t be certain if it was love that she felt for the fellow, kind and caring as he was, but, having been forced apart from him for so long, she knew right well that it was love alright and that she always would love him until her last breath. She might never have known that without King Brian Connors and how sad it would have been to live her life without knowing something so important and without cherishing her prince amongst men as she should.  

			So, once Father Cassidy had been converted and become a friend of the fairies, she didn’t need another invitation to the fireside. 

			The next night that King Brian was due, she was there waiting for him and many a night after that she kept company with himself and Darby and that’s how Barney McBride’s buck-goat and Nancy Burke’s nanny-goat came to join the fairies. 

			Wait until I tell you how it all came about. 

			One midsummer’s night when the rain was falling down in torrents upon the unfortunate roof of Darby’s cottage and pelting it entirely, our three heroes were huddled by the fireside. 

			The King, being not much higher than your two hands, sat on the child’s stool between Maureen and Darby, his green cloak flung back from his shoulders, and the gold crown on his head glistening in the firelight. It was a pleasant sight to watch them there in the flickering hearth glow. 

			From time to time, as he talked, the aul King patted Maureen’s hands and looked smiling up into the eyes of the pretty, clever girl. They had been discussing the subject of troubles and tribulations, for his human companions had noticed the moment he arrived that night that the little fairy king was very down-in-the-mouth altogether.

			‘It is fierce wet for the season of the year, my friend,’ says Darby, ‘but we had a month of sunshine before this night’s disagreeable weather and I have high hopes that we’ll have another month or two of sunshine yet!’

			‘It’s far from the weather my troubled mind has taken me,’ replied the King. 

			‘Then, what is it that could possibly be ailing you?’ says Darby and he looking flabbergasted. ‘Aren’t you the master of that unholy paradise at Slievenamon?’ 

			The King shook his head slowly, and drew a long face. 

			‘Maybe me and the lads ought to be happy,’ says he. ‘’Tis true there’s no sickness in Slievenamon, nor worrying for tomorrow, nor fretting for one’s children, nor parting from friends, or things like that, but trouble is like the terrible rain outside, Darby; it falls on this cottage and it falls on Castle Beckwith in the self-same stroke, and, once in a while, it spills into Slievenamon.’ 

			‘In the name of goodness!’ cried Darby, surprised, ‘is there anything in the whole world you can’t have for the wishing it?’

			‘Is it the promise you made Darby all those months back now to never moil nor meddle with anyone from the parish of Ballinderg again that’s troubling you?’ asked Maureen. 

			‘Not at all,’ replied the King cheerfully. ‘Sure we broke that promise after a few weeks and it’s business as usual now this long while’

			Darby and Bridget looked scandalised. 

			‘I’ve kept all my other promises, haven’t I?’ says the King, defending himself. ‘We convened a meeting at Slievenamon and decided amongst us that our long lives wouldn’t be worth living if we were deprived of all that the best parish in Ireland had to offer us. Haven’t ye the fattest pigs, the finest cows, the noblest horses, the girls with the sweetest songs, the boys with the nimblest feet for a jig and the old women with the smoothest tongues for telling a tale? How could we resist whisking all that into Slievenamon?’ 

			While Darby was flattered on behalf of the parish, Maureen was displeased but then, as she’d often said herself, fairies will be fairies.

			The King took off his gold crown and began polishing it with his sleeve to hide his nervousness. ‘If all is forgiven, I’ll tell you a secret,’ he whispered, bending over towards Darby, and speaking slowly. ‘In Slievenamon, our hearts are just breaking for something we can’t get and sure it’s the one thing we’d give the world for.’ 

			‘Oh, King, what on earth can it be at all?’ cried Maureen. 

			‘I’d give the teeth out of my head if I could only own a goat,’ says the King, looking as though he were going to cry. 

			‘Man alive!’ says Darby, dropping the poker that he was tending the fire with, ‘the countryside is full of goats, and all you have to do is to take your pick and help yourself. You’re making fun of us, King.’ 

			The King shook his head. ‘The Good People have been trying for years to capture one,’ says he. ‘I’ve been catapulted into ditches by the villains; I’ve been thrown over hedges by them; I had to leap on the back of Barney McBride’s buck-goat, and, with two hundred of my subjects in full cry behind, ride him all night long, holding on by his horns to keep him from getting at me and destroying me entirely. The jumps he took with me that night were tremendous. It was from the cow-shed to the straw-stack, from the straw-stack to the house-top, and from there down to the ground again, and then a race up the mountainside. But,’ says the King, kind of sniffling and turning to the fire, ‘we love the ground he walks upon,’ says he. 

			‘The terror of ages!’ says Darby, ‘why don’t you put your black spell on one of them?’ 

			‘You don’t know them,’ says the King. ‘We can’t put the black spell on them for they’re not Christian beasts, like pigs and cows and horses. When it comes to animals, we can only put our comehither on the Christian kind, you know. In his mind and in his heart, a goat is a pagan. He wouldn’t ask any better diversion than for me to try and lay my hands on him,’ says the King, wiping his eyes. 

			‘But,’ says he again, standing up on the stool and holding his pipe over his head, ‘Barney McBride’s buck-goat is the most gallous beast that roams the fields of Ireland! There’s more fun in him, and no more fear in him, than in a lion that roams the plains of Africa. He’d do anything for sport; he’d headbutt the King of Russia, he’d charge at a parish priest, out of pure, rollicking divilment,’ says the King. ‘If only the Good People had a friend, a real friend,’ says he, looking hard at Darby, ‘that wouldn’t be afraid to go into our home within the mountain once more, just once, and bring with him that goat.’ 

			‘Say no more,’ says Darby, hoarsely, and turning white with fear, ‘say no more, Brian Connors! Not all the gold in Slievenamon would tempt me there again! It’s make a prisoner of me forever you would. I know your tricks.’ 

			‘I promise that I wouldn’t,’ pleaded King Brian. 

			‘The same way that you promised not to moil or meddle with the decent people of Ballinderg every again, is it?’ says Maureen, indignant at the bare-faced cheek of the fairy. ‘Your promises are like the pools of summer rain that are collecting around Darby’s cottage right now. Made today but gone tomorrow!’ 

			The look of scorn the little man flung at Maureen and Darby could have withered the leaves of every tree in the parish.

			 ‘I might have known it,’ he says, sitting down disgusted. ‘I was a fool for hoping you would,’ says he. ‘There’s no more spirit in you nor sense of gratitude in either of you than there is in a hen. Who would ever believe that the King of the Good People would spend his nights with the likes of you two? Wait until I –!’ and he shook his fist. 

			‘Don’t blame us poor creatures,’ cried Maureen, patting the King’s head, soothingly; ‘Sure, why should a wonderful man such as you, who has lived five thousand years, and knows everything, compare your wit or your spirit or your sense with the likes of us pair who only stay here a short while and then are gone forever?’ 

			This she cried, craftily, flattering the aul man. ‘Go easy on us, King macushla!’ says she, coaxingly. 

			Well, the little man, soothed as he now was, sat down again. ‘Maybe I was too hard,’ he says, ‘but to tell you the truth, the life is just bothered out of me, and my tempera- ment is ruined these days by an omadhaun we’ve taken lately; I don’t know what to do with him. Don’t talk to me of trouble! He mopes and mourns and mithers in spite of all we’ve done for him to try and cheer him up and make him interested in his new life. I’ve even told him where the crocks of gold are hidden –’ 

			‘You haven’t told me that,’ cried Darby, quickly.

			‘No,’ says the King, looking at him sideways.  

			‘At least not yet,’ says Darby, looking sideways back at the King. 

			‘Not yet, nor will I for a long time either, you covetous, ungrateful spalpeen!’ snapped the fairy. ‘At least this young omadhaun is trapped in Slievenamon and can’t get at them. I just thought to myself that he’d be interested for I know you mortals do often wonder.

			‘Well,’ said he, paying no more attention to Darby, ‘this young omadhaun is six feet high in his stockings, and as fine a looking lad as you’ll see in a day’s walk. Now what do you think he’s mourning and crooning for?’ 

			‘Faith, I can’t say,’ answered Darby. 

			‘Maybe it’s a horse or a dog or a cow, or maybe a pair of pigs.’ 

			‘You’ve not hit it,’ said the Ruler of the Good People; ‘it’s a colleen. And him having a university education, too.’ 

			‘Well, well’ said Darby, with a knowledgeable wag of his head, ‘some of those learned students are as foolish in that way as ignorant people. I once met a fellow called Larry McManus, who knew the entire geography of the whole world, and still he had been married three times.’ 

			‘The poor, unfortunate fellow to be pining so! Who is the omadhaun?’ asked Maureen, not minding Darby. 

			‘Trevor O’Brien,’ said the King and sure didn’t both Maureen and Darby know him and his family well. Honest as the day’s long were all the O’Briens and a cleverer lad than Trevor never got his schooling in Ballinderg. Even the mean and miserable aul schoolmaster Martin Kavanagh complimented him and organised for him to get a scholarship to go up as far as Dublin and train to be a doctor in the university up there. That’s when the trouble started between him and his sweetheart, Norah Costello. 

			It’s precious little spare time you have when you’re training to be a doctor and he only got home a couple of times a year to see his family and dear Norah and every time he got back home he felt that he knew Norah less and less and that they had very little in common to talk about, even though she was a clever enough girl herself, the same Norah, and was already a lady’s maid up in Castle Beckwith. 

			‘She’s a dear colleen and I was only talking to her outside Mass the other week and she thought there might be a proposal of marriage there soon enough,’ says Maureen.

			‘That’s the very thing,’ says the King. ‘He was betwixt and between asking her and not asking her and he didn’t know what to do to be right and then we went and took him as soon as he arrived home to Ballinderg for his summer break and he wasn’t an hour in Slievenamon when he realised that he loved her right enough, always had and always will and won’t ever be happy now that they’re parted forever.’

			‘It’s well I know that feeling,’ says Maureen, with tears in her eyes. ‘We must bring them back together,’ she in- sisted at once. 

			‘The poor lad,’ says Maureen, the tears still flowing plentifully; ‘Do Norah or O’Briens suspect that he’s with the fairies?’

			‘Not in the least,’ says the King. ‘You know how it is with us; whenever we take a person we leave one of our own in his place, who looks and acts and talks in a way that the prisoner’s own mother can’t tell the difference. By-and-by the fairy pretends to sicken and die, and has his wake and his burial. When the funeral’s over, he comes back to us hale and hearty, spoiling for more sport. So the lad that the O’Briens will soon be putting into the ground is one of our own – Padraig Oge by name. You’ve met him before, Darby. He had an accident with your buttermilk churn a while back, if I remember rightly.’ 

			‘And the girl!’ cried Maureen. ‘Norah – what about her?’ 

			‘What do you mean?’ asked the King, looking puzzled. 

			‘She’ll get herself another husband yet,’ said Darby, trying to comfort Maureen. 

			‘Oh, never!’ says Maureen, crying like a child. ‘She’ll die of a broken heart.’ 

			‘I’ve seen in my time,’ says the King, ‘people die from being pushed off houses, from falling in wells, and every manner of death you can mention, and I saw one aul lad die from eating too much treacle,’ he says, ‘but never a person die from a broken heart.’ 

			This he said to make light of what he had been telling, because he saw by Maureen’s face that she was growing sick with worry and pity. She was thinking of the black days when she herself was a prisoner in Slievenamon and separated from her beloved Bob Broderick. 

			The determined girl, with her clasped hands held up to the King, wailed, ‘Oh, King, darling King, leave the poor lad go! Leave him go! Take the black spell off him and send him home. I beg you leave him go!’ 

			‘Don’t bother him,’ says Darby; ‘what right have we to interfere with the Good People?’ Though, at the same time, he took the pipe from his mouth and looked kind of pleadingly at the little man. 

			‘I can’t do what you ask, asthore,’ says the King to Maureen, very gently.  ‘That day I let you and Darby go from us the power to free anyone was taken away from me by my people. Now every fairy in Sleivenamon must give his consent before the spell can be taken away entirely from anyone; and, well, you know they’ll never consent to that,’ he says. ‘But what I can do, I will do. I can lift the spell from the omadhaun for one hour, and that hour must be just before cock-crow.’ 

			‘Is that the law now?’ asked Darby, curiously. Poor Maureen was still sobbing, so she couldn’t speak. 

			‘It is,’ says the Master of the Good People. ‘And tonight I’ll send our spy Sheelah Maguire to Norah Costello with the message that, if Norah has love enough and courage enough in her heart to stand alone at the foot of Slievenamon, tomorrow night an hour before cock-crow, she’ll see the real Trevor and not the imposter Padraig Oge, as has been the case for many days now, and she’ll talk with him. And let you two be there,’ he says, ‘to know that I do keep my word – most of the time!’ 

			At that, he vanished and they saw him no more that night, nor until two hours after the next midnight when, as they were tying Darby’s horse and cart to a tree near Slievenamon, they heard him singing one of his favourites from Tom Moore’s Irish melodies, ‘The Harp That Once Through Tara’s Halls’. 

			On a large rock nearby he was sitting and, on the self-same rock, lay a white cloth, glimmering in the moon- light, and on the cloth was spread as fine a supper as any- one’s heart could wish for.

			They ate their fill, and Darby would have eaten more if close to them they hadn’t heard a long, deep sigh, and caught a glimpse of a tall man, gliding amongst the shadows cast by that massive mountain Slievenamon. 

			At the same time, by a tall row of trees, a woman’s form was seen wavering in the moonlight.

			They watched her coming out from the protection of the trees, her hand on her breast, clutching tight the cloak that she was wearing. Now and then, she’d stand, looking about all the while, and shivering in mortal terror at the cry of the owls, and then she’d flit back into the trees; and then they’d see her run out into the moonlight, where she’d wait again, gathering courage. At last she approached the foot of the mountain. Her strength failed her there, and she went down on her knees. 

			Out of the darkness before her a low, pleading voice called, ‘Norah! Norah! Don’t be frightened, macushla, machree!’

			Slowly, with its arm spread, the dim shape of a man came out of the shadows. At the same instant, the girl rose and gave one cry, as she flung herself onto him. They could see him bending over her, then pouring words into her ears, but what he said they couldn’t hear.

			‘Isn’t it lucky they are that the rain stayed away for them,’ says Darby. ‘If it was last night, they would have been drowned entirely!’

			‘Oh, I wonder what he’s telling her in this last hour!’ says Maureen. 

			‘Isn’t that obvious,’ says Darby; ‘What should he be telling her but where the crocks of gold are hidden.’

			‘Don’t be watching them for it isn’t decent or cultivated or polite behaviour,’ says the King; ‘I’ve a pack of cards, Darby, and, as we have nearly an hour to wait, I challenge you to a game of forty-five.’ 

			‘Sure we may as well,’ says Darby. ‘What can’t be cured must be endured.’ 

			Despite the King’s protestations, Maureen went on looking at Trevor and Norah and she was praying and I think that she might have started crying again. Small blame to her if she had. All through that hour she imagined the wild promises that the two poor creatures would be making to each other, and this kept burning the heart out of her. 

			Just as the dawn was beginning to break, the King stood up and said: ‘I’d love to challenge you to a rematch, Darby, but ’tis time to leave. You know if I’m caught out after cock-crow I lose all my spells and powers for the day and I’m visible to any mortal eye. I’m helpless as a baby then. So I think I’ll take the omadhaun and go. The roosters may crow now any minute,’ says he. 

			The omadhaun, although he couldn’t hear, felt the charm drawing him back to that accursed place that was now his home. He threw a frightened look to the east and held the girl closer. It was their last ever minute together. 

			‘King! King!’ says Maureen, running up, ‘if I brought Barney McBride’s buck-goat into Slievenamon, will you promise to let me out safe again and keep the promise?’ 

			‘I will, Maureen. I’ll even swear by Aul Nick if you like. ’Tis him that the Good People swear by, you know.’

			‘There’s no need for that for, if you ever thought highly of me during all our times together, I know that you’ll keep your promise this day. Get the Good People’s consent to let the omadhaun go and I’ll bring you the goat,’ says Maureen.

			The King trembled all over with anxiety and excitement. ‘Why didn’t you speak sooner? I’m afraid that I haven’t time to go to Slievenamon and back before cock-crow,’ he stuttered, ‘and at cock-crow, if the lad was under the sea or in the stars, that spell he’s under would bring him back to us, and then he could never again come out until the Day of Judgment. Nevertheless, I’ll go and try,’ he says, holding tight on to his crown with both hands; and with those words he vanished. 

			It wasn’t two minutes until he was back and with not a second to spare either. 

			‘Niall Beg wants Mrs Burke’s nanny-goat, too. Will you bring the both of them, Maureen?’ he screamed. 

			‘You’re driving a hard bargain, King,’ cried Darby. ‘Don’t promise him, Maureen. That’s too much to expect from you.’ 

			‘I will!’ cried she. 

			‘Then it’s a bargain!’ the fairy shouted, jumping up and down with relief. ‘We all consent,’ he says, waving his arms over his head.

			He yelled to the omadhaun. ‘Go home, Trevor O’Brien! Go back to your father’s house, marry that girl, help people with your medicines and live your life out to its natural end. The curse is lifted from you and the black spell is spent and gone. Do me a good turn and send Padraig Oge the imposter back to us as soon as you see him. You’ll know him for he’ll be the image of you. But, first things first, will you pick up your sweetheart, you omadhaun; can’t you tell she’s fainted and you training to be a doctor?’ 

			When Trevor O’Brien looked up and saw the Master of the Fairies, he staggered like a man that had been struck a powerful blow. Then he caught up his dear colleen in his arms and ran with her back down the mountainy way and into the village. 

			At that minute, the sorest misfortune that can happen to one of the Good People came to pass. As the lad sat on his rock watching Trevor and Norah flee from his sight, every cock in the parish crowed. Caught by the cock-crow, there stood the poor, frightened little King! His gold crown was far back on his head, and his green cloak was twisted behind his back. All the power for spells and charms was gone from him until the next sunset. 

			‘I’m ruined entirely, Darby!’ he says. ‘Throw your shawl about me, Maureen alannah, and carry me in your arms, pretending I’m an infant. What’ll I do at all at all?’ says he, weakly. 

			Taking him at his word, Maureen wrapped the King in her shawl, and carrying him in her arms to the cart, laid him in the straw at the bottom, where he curled up, still and frightened, until they were on their way home.

			Maureen felt somewhat responsible for the King’s misfortune so she agreed to take him in and shelter him from harm for the day. Once they arrived back at Darby’s cottage, Maureen took up the King, who was sleeping soundly by this stage, and carried him in her arms all the way home through the village. 

			It would have been a peculiar sight for her friends and neighbours only for it was still so early that not one of them had stirred from their beds yet. The earliest riser in all of Ballinderg was her husband Bob Broderick. When he awoke to see that she hadn’t arrived home yet from her special mission up at Slievenamon, he became fretful that the fairies were after imprisoning her again. 

			The relief that the man felt was incredible when he looked out his bedroom window and saw her walking towards home with what looked like a baby in her arms, only the crown poking out over the top of her shawl made him think that it must have been King Brian Connors himself, whom he’d yet to meet in spite of all he’d heard of him.

			How like a mother carefully cradling her new-born baby his wife looked in that moment. Little did either he or Maureen realise until a fortnight later that she was already expecting a baby of their very own and that the baby would arrive healthy and happy in the early spring. 

			It was the farthest thought from Maureen’s mind right now. Firstly, she had to convince Barney McBride to part with his buck-goat and Nancy Burke to part with her nanny-goat. She found a way, the clever girl, for, when King Brian Connors arrived back into the hallowed halls of Slievenamon that night, not only were his powers restored but he brought two devilish, bearded companions along with him.


			The Banshee’s Halloween

			If envy really is the terrible sin that Father Cassidy often tells us that it is, then Cecelia Crowe should be down on her knees morning, noon and night, doing penance, for a more envious woman never lived in Ballinderg. 

			It was true that her own husband Roger was a very accomplished man and that there was no one for miles around who could plough a field or mend a wall or stuff a scarecrow as well as he could but he had never once set eyes on a fairy, let alone spend six months with them in Slievenamon and escape to tell the tale. Only one person could claim that accolade, as Cecelia knew rightly, and that was Darby O’Gill. 

			The envious villain of the world had soured so badly on Darby that she had set his poor wife Bridget in her sights when the finest sewing women in Ballinderg gathered in Cecelia’s cottage on the last afternoon of October to mend winter clothes for the poor in the parish. Bridget could sew a stitch with her eyes closed and her hands behind her back so, of course, she was there. 

			The mean trick Cecelia Crowe played that afternoon was to disguise her ridiculing of Darby by first bringing up the happy news that was now known by the whole parish that Bridget’s sister Maureen was expecting her first baby in the springtime with her husband Bob Broderick. 

			‘Isn’t it a blessing for your darling sister, Bridget,’ says Cecelia, ‘that she has your wisdom to call upon when the little darling arrives, and you with nine children of your own.’

			‘Unless I’m misremembering, Cecelia,’ replied Bridget, cheerfully, ‘it’s eight children I have.’

			‘I was including Darby, of course,’ says Cecelia, with a wicked smile. 

			‘And why on God’s earth would you do the like of that, Cecelia Crowe?’ says Bridget, not backing down. 

			‘What other name would you use for a man who’s so afraid of ghosts that he nearly perishes with the thoughts of them. He might have faced down the fairies but, on the subject of ghosts, he’s nothing but a child. I’d wager all the tea in China, if it was in my power to wager it of course, that your unfortunate husband won’t set foot outside his front door this Halloween night, on account of his dread at meeting a ghost. The poor little fellow. He’s to be pitied.’

			Bridget turned scarlet and never felt so embarrassed in all her days. The women around the table didn’t make a sound and they certainly didn’t laugh for they’d all suffered from Cecelia’s mean tricks at one time or another. All eyes were on Bridget to see how she’d respond to being so provoked.

			She looked at Cecelia squarely in the two eyes, smiled at her and carried on her sewing without saying a word. The silence lingered until Winnie Fay, more power to her elbow, changed the conversation entirely to the stormy weather that was nearly upon them and she did so to save Bridget’s blushes. 

			Bridget sat there the whole afternoon feeling terrible and what made her feel worse was that Cecelia Crowe wasn’t telling a lie and everybody knew it. Darby was afraid of ghosts and it was the sort of fear that leaves a child once he becomes a man, unless that man is Darby O’Gill, of course.

			It was puzzling that a man who was so brave in some ways wasn’t brave at all in this way but, sure, there’s not one of us who hasn’t the odd blemish on his character. 

			She had already contrived a plan to wipe the wicked smile off Cecelia’s Crowe’s face once and for all before she arrived home to Darby and the eight children that evening. 

			She had promised to deliver a packet of tea up to the cottage of Joey Mulligan the blacksmith for his newly-wedded wife Eileen had been suffering from a terrible fever for several days and there was no sign of it breaking. On her visit that morning, Bridget told Joey that a cup of strong black tea might help revive her spirits and bring back her good health. She had intended to drop it up once the children were all in bed, not minding in the slightest that it was Halloween night that was in it, but now she thought that there was no better way to silence villainous Cecelia than to send Darby up to the Mulligans with the packet of tea. 

			Darby was mightily insulted when Bridget told him what Cecelia had said about him in front of all the sewing women of the parish but, once he heard Bridget’s plan of action, he decided that he actually wasn’t that insulted after all. Darby told her that he wouldn’t go but she wouldn’t hear of it. 

			‘Didn’t Joey Mulligan tell you that himself and poor, ailing Eileen heard the banshee wailing outside the house last night and the night before?’ says Darby. ‘It’s not just ghosts that you’re sending me out into, Bridget. You’re putting me in the path of the banshee, the mistress of all the ghosts herself!’

			‘Joey, the poor, distracted lad, thought it was the ban- shee he heard but sure I’d swear it was only the winds rising for this storm that’s coming our way,’ says Bridget, but Darby was unconvinced. 

			‘Oh, aren’t you the foolish darling to be afraid?’ smiled Bridget, but she was serious too. ‘Don’t you know that, when a man goes on an errand of mercy, a score of God’s white angels with swords in their hands march before and beside and after him, keeping his path free from danger?’ With that, she pulled his face down to hers and kissed him as she used to in their aul courting days. 

			There’s nothing puts so much high courage and clear, steadfast purpose in a man’s heart, if it be properly given, as a kiss from the woman he loves. So, with the warmth of that kiss to cheer him, Darby set his face against the dark and stormy night.

			 Halloween night, to all unhappy ghosts, is about the same as St Patrick’s Day is to you or to me. ’Tis a great holiday in every churchyard and no one knew this better or felt it more keenly than did Darby O’Gill that same Halloween night, as he stood on his own doorstep with the packet of tea for Eileen Mulligan safely stowed away in the crown of his top-hat. 

			No one in the parish was quicker than he at an act of neighbourly kindness, but, now, as he huddled himself together in the shelter of his own eaves, and thought of the dangers before, and of the cheerful fire and comfortable bed he was leaving behind, his heart rebelled against what he was doing.

			‘What a perishing night to turn a man out into!’ he says. ‘It’d be half a comfort to know I was going to be killed before I got back, just as a warning to Bridget,’ says he. 

			The mistreated lad turned a sour eye on the tumultuous weather, and groaned deeply as he pulled closer about his shoulders the cape of his greatcoat and plunged into the deserted and flooded roadway. 

			’Twas not the pelting rain, nor the lashing wind, nor yet the pitchy darkness that bothered the heart out of him as he went splashing and stumbling along the road. A thought of something more relentless than the storm, more mysterious than the night’s blackness put pounds of lead into the lad’s unwilling brogues. Despite what Bridget had said, he felt that somewhere in the shrouding darkness that covered Mulligan’s house the banshee was waiting this minute, perhaps, ready to jump out at him as soon as he came near her. 

			And, oh, if the banshee nabbed him there, what in the world would the poor lad do to save himself? 

			At the realisation of this situation, goosebumps crept up his back and settled on his neck and shoulders. He began to cast about in his mind for a bit of cheer or a scrap of comfort, as a man in such a difficult spot will do. So, grumbling and sore-hearted, he turned over Bridget’s parting words. ‘If a man goes on an errand of mercy,’ Bridget had said, ‘a score of God’s white angels with swords in their hands march before and beside and after him, keeping his path free from danger.’ 

			He felt anxiously in his hat for the bit of charitable tea that he was bringing, and was glad to find it there safe and dry enough, though the rest of him was drenched through and through. 

			‘Isn’t this an act of charity I’m doing, to be bringing a cooling drink to an ailing woman?’ he asked himself aloud. ‘To be sure it is. Well, then, what reason have I to be afraid?’ says he, poking his two hands into his pockets. 

			Arrah, it’s easy enough to bolster up one’s heart with wise and heroic sayings when sitting commodiously by one’s own fire; but talking wisdom to oneself is mighty poor comfort when you’re on the lonely highroad of a Halloween night, with a graveyard waiting for you on the top of the hill not two hundred yards away. If there was only one star to break through the thick sky and shine for him, if there was but one friendly cow to low or a distant cock to break the teeming silence, it would have put some heart into the man. But not a sound was there, only the swish and wailing of the wind through the invisible hedges. 

			All at once, the gloomy western gate of the graveyard rose quickly by Darby’s side. He nearly fainted, the poor man, and it’s no small wonder that he didn’t. Fifty ghosts, all in their shrouds, sat cheek by jowl along the graveyard wall, never caring a ha’penny’s worth for the wind or the rain. 

			There was little Ted Kilcannon, the youngest of the Kil-cannons, who was drowned after falling into Maguire’s well four years come Michaelmas; there was black-browed Egan, the gamekeeper, who accidentally shot himself on the trail of a poacher, sitting with a gun on his lap, and he glowering; there was Thaddeus Finnegan, the scholar, who was disappointed in love and died of a decline; farther on sat Bridie Houlihan, who departed this life after eating poisonous mushrooms; next to her sat – oh, a hundred others! 

			Not that Darby saw them, do you mind. He had the good sense not to look that way at all. He walked with his head turned out to the open fields, and his eyes squeezed shut. But something in his mind told him they were there, and he felt in the marrow of his bones that, if he gave them the encouragement of one glance or two or three, they’d slip off the wall and come moaning over to tell him their troubles.

			Fearing that the wooden foot-bridge, just before Joey Mulligan’s cottage and smithy, might soon be swept away in the storm, as it had been the previous year, Darby hurried along to his destination. 

			Most times the stream under the foot-bridge was only a quiet little brook that ran between pretty green banks, with hardly enough water in it to turn the broken wheel in Chartres’ ruined mill but tonight it swept along an angry, snarling, growling river that leapt over its banks and dragged wildly at the swaying willows. 

			By a narrow throw of light from Mulligans’ side window, our traveller could see the maddened water striving and tearing to pull with it the props of the little foot-bridge as the boards shook and the centre swayed under his feet as he passed over. ‘By dad, I’ll not cross this way going home, at any rate,’ he says, looking back at it. 

			The words were no sooner out of his mouth than there was a crack, and the middle of the foot-bridge lifted in the air, twisted round for a second, and then hurled itself into the stream, leaving the two ends still standing in their place on the banks. 

			‘Mother of God!’ he cried, ‘I mustn’t forget to tell the people within of this, for if ever there was a trap set by evil spirits to drown a poor, unwary mortal, there it stands. Oh, aren’t the ghosts terrible vicious on Halloween!’ 

			He stood dripping a minute on the threshold, listening; then, without knocking, lifted the latch and stepped softly into the house. 

			Two candles burned above the blue and white china dishes on the table, a bright fire blazed on the hearth, and over in the corner where the low bed was set the black- smith was on his knees beside it. 

			Eileen lay on her side, her shining yellow hair strealed out onto the pillow. Her pretty, flushed face was turned to Joey, who knelt with his forehead hidden on the bed- clothes. The colleen’s two little hands were clasped about the great fist of her husband, and she was talking low, but so earnestly that her whole life was in every word. Many in the village had hopes of her recovery but, looking at her as she was now, Darby was very doubtful in his mind. 

			‘God save all here!’ said Darby, taking off his hat, but there was no answer. So deep were Joey and Eileen in some conversation they were having together that they didn’t hear his coming. The knowledgeable man didn’t know what to do. He realised that a husband and wife, not even wedded a year, were about to part forever and so were looking into each other’s hearts, for maybe the last time. He just stood shifting from one foot to the other, watching them, unable to depart, and not wishing to intrude. 

			‘Oh, isn’t it a bitter and evil thing to have to part from you so soon,’ Eileen was saying. ‘But that I’m being called away, I’d never leave your side. You’ve proven yourself a better husband in a few short months than many prove themselves in half a century. If it’s cursed I am this night, it’s blessed I’ve been with you. And to think my grandmother always told me never to marry a blacksmith for the horses will have shoes but the wife will go barefoot! Try and be happy once I’m gone. The sorrow will fade and you’ll re- member that life is beautiful and life is worth living.’ 

			‘Oh, asthore machree, why can’t you banish those black thoughts!’ says the blacksmith. ‘Maybe,’ he says, ‘the banshee will not come again. Aren’t all the neighbours praying for you this night, and didn’t both Doctor McNamara out of Clonmel and Father Cassidy himself bid you to hope? The saints in heaven couldn’t be so cruel!’ says he. 

			Although Darby’s heart was melting for Eileen, his mind was pondering upon what she said to him about carrying on his life without her and he began thinking over the colleens of that townland to pick out the one who’d be most likely to marry Joey in the end. 

			You know how far-seeing and quick-minded the know- ledgeable man was. He settled suddenly on the Hanlon girl, and decided at once that she’d have Joey before the year was out. The indecency of such a thing made him furious at her. 

			He says to himself, half crying, ‘Why, then, bad cess to you for a shameless, flame-haired, forward baggage, Bridget Hanlon, to be running after the man, and throwing yourself in his way, and Eileen not yet cold in her grave!’ he says. ‘I’ll be sure to warn Father Cassidy of you and your dark intentions the day after the funeral, my girl!’

			Eileen was too weak to talk anymore and there was silence all over the house except for Joey sobbing like a child when, all of a sudden, a wild, wailing cry just outside the window startled all three of them present. 

			’Twas a long cry of terror and of grief, not shrill, but piercing as the thrusting of a knife. Every hair on Darby’s head stood up and pricked him like a needle. ’Twas the banshee!

			‘Whist, listen!’ says Eileen. ‘Oh, Joey asthore, she’s come again!’ With that, stiff with terror, she buried herself under the pillows.

			A second cry followed the first, only this time it was longer, and rose and swelled into a kind of a song that broke at last into the most heartbreaking moan that ever fell on mortal ears. ‘Ochone!’ it sobbed. 

			The knowledgeable man, his blood turning to ice, his legs trembling, stood looking in spite of himself at the black window-panes, expecting some frightful vision. After that second cry, the voice balanced itself up and down into an awful death keen. One word was sung time and again throughout the whole song, and that was the terrible word ‘Forever!’ ‘Forever and forever and forever!’ swung the wild keen, until all the deep and dark meaning of the word burned itself into Darby’s soul.

			Darby was just wondering whether he himself wouldn’t go mad with fright, when he gave a sudden jump at a hard, strained voice which spoke up at his very elbow. 

			‘Darby O’Gill,’ it said, and it was the blacksmith who spoke, ‘do you hear the death keen? It came last night at this same hour and the night before. It might come to- morrow night or tonight might be the last – oh my God!’ 

			Darby tried to answer, but he could only stare at the ashen face and the sunken eyes of the man before him. 

			There was, too, a kind of fierce, quiet determination in the way Mulligan spoke that made Darby shiver. 

			The blacksmith went on talking the same as though he was going to drive a bargain. ‘They say you’re a knowledge- able man, Darby O’Gill,’ he says, ‘and that you spent six months with the fairies. Now I make you this fair, square offer,’ he says, laying a forefinger in the palm of his other hand. ‘I have fifty-three pounds that Father Cassidy’s keeping for me. Fifty-three pounds,’ he says again. ‘And I have the smithy and a good bit of a farm that my father was born on, and his father was born on too.  And on it is the grass of seven cows. You know that. Well, I’ll give it all to you, all, every penny of it, if you’ll only go outside and drive away once and for all that accursed singer.’ He threw his head to one side and looked anxiously up at Darby. 

			The knowledgeable man racked his brains for some- thing to say, but all he could say was, ‘I’ve brought you a packet of tea from the wife, Joey.’ Mulligan took the tea with unfeeling hands, and went on talking in the same way. Only this time there came a lump in his throat so hard that now and then he stopped to swallow.

			‘The three cows I have go, of course, with the farm,’ says he. ‘So does the pony and so do the five pigs. I have a good plough and a fine harrow; but you must leave my blacksmith’s tools to me, so Eileen and I can earn our way wherever we go.’ 

			The man’s eyes were dry and blazing; no doubt his mind was cracked with grief. There was a lump in Darby’s throat, too, but, for all that, he spoke up to scold him. 

			‘Arrah, talk reason, man,’ he says, putting two hands on Joey’s shoulders; ‘if I had the wit or the art to banish the banshee, wouldn’t I be happy to do it and not a farthing would I take from you?’ 

			‘Well, then,’ says Joey, scowling, and pushing Darby to one side, ‘I’ll face her myself. I’ll face her and choke that song in her throat even if Satan himself were stood at her side.’

			With those words, and before Darby could stop him, the blacksmith let the tea fall from his hand, flung open the door and plunged out into the night. As he did so, the song outside stopped. Suddenly a quick splashing of feet, hoarse cries and shouts gave tidings of a chase. The half-crazed fellow had disturbed the banshee, of that there could be no manner of doubt. Visions of the awful things that she might do to his friend petrified the heart of Darby. 

			Even after these cries died away he stood listening a full minute, the soles of his two brogues glued to the floor. The only sounds he heard now were the deep ticking of a clock and a cricket that chirped slowly and solemnly on the hearth, and, from somewhere outside, came the sorrowful cry of a nightingale. All at once, a thought of the broken bridge and of the black, treacherous waters caught him like the snapping of a whip, and for a second drove from his mind even the fear of the banshee. 

			In that one second, and before he realised it, the lad was out under the dripping trees, and running for his life toward the broken foot-bridge. The night was whirling and beating above him like the flapping of tremendous wings, but, as he ran, Darby thought he heard above the rush of the water and through the swish of the wind Joey’s voice calling him. 

			The friend of the fairies stopped at the edge of the foot-bridge to listen. Although the storm had almost passed, a spiteful flare of lightning leapt up now and again out of the western hills, and, after it, came the dull rumble of distant thunder; the water splashed spitefully against the bank and Darby saw that seven good feet of the bridge had been torn out of its centre, leaving uncovered that much of the black, deep flood. 

			He stood straining his eyes and ears in wonderment, for now the voice of Joey sounded from the other side of the stream, and seemed to be floating toward him through the field over the path Darby himself had just travelled. At first, he was mightily bewildered at what might bring Joey to the other side of the brook, until all at once the murdering scheme of the banshee burst in his mind like an explosion of gunpowder. 

			Her plan was as plain as day. She meant to drown the blacksmith. She had led the poor, distracted man straight from his own door down to and over the new stone bridge, and was now leading him over to the other side of the stream, back again up the path that led to the broken foot-bridge. In the glare of a sudden blinding flash from the middle of the sky, Darby saw a sight he’ll never forget until the day he dies. Joey, the blacksmith, was running towards the deathtrap, his bare head thrown back, and his two arms stretched out in front of him. A little above and just out of reach of him, plain and clear as Darby ever saw his wife Bridget, was the white figure of a woman. Her long, waving hair strealed back from her face, and her face seemed to him to be the face of the dead. 

			At the sight of her, Darby tried to call out a warning, but the words fell back into his throat. Then, again, came the stifling darkness. He tried to run away, but his knees failed him, so he turned around to face the danger. 

			As he did so, he could hear the splash of the man’s feet in the soft mud. In less than a minute, Joey would be struggling in the water. At the thought of it, Darby, bracing himself body and soul, let a howl of warning out of him. 

			‘Hold where you are!’ he shouted; ‘she wants to drown you for the bridge is broken in the middle!’ but he could tell, from the rushing footsteps and from the hoarse swell- ing curses which came nearer and nearer every second, that the deluded man, crazed with grief, was deaf and blind to everything but the figure that floated before his eyes. 

			At that hopeless instant, Bridget’s parting words popped into Darby’s head: ‘When a man goes on an errand of mercy, a score of God’s white angels, with swords in their hands, march before and beside and after him, keeping his path free from danger.’ 

			How it all came to pass he could never rightly tell, for he was like a man in a dream, but he recollects well standing just at the broken part of the bridge, Bridget’s words ringing in his ears, the glistening black gulf beneath his feet, and he swinging his arms for a jump. Just one thought of herself and the children, as he gathered himself for a spring, and then he cleared the gap like a soaring bird. 

			As his two feet touched the other side of the gap, a terrific screech, not a screech really, but an angry, frightened shriek almost split his ears. He felt a rush of cold, dead air against his face, and caught a whiff of newly turned clay in his nostrils; something white stopped quick before him, and then, with a second shriek, it shot high in the darkness and disappeared. Darby had frightened the wits out of the banshee. 

			In the instant that followed, the two men were rolling over each other down the muddy bank, their legs splashing as far as the knees in the dangerous water, and Mulligan reigning weak, distracted blows on the knowledgeable man’s head and breast. 

			Darby felt himself going into the river. Bits of the bank caved under him, splashing into the current, and the lad’s heart began clunking up and down like a churn-dash.

			‘Leave off, leave off!’ he cried, as soon as he could catch his breath. ‘Do you take me for the banshee?’ says he, giving a desperate lurch and rolling himself on top of the other fellow. 

			‘Who are you, then? You’re some ghost or ghoul sent to torment me, at any rate,’ gasped the blacksmith. 

			‘Bad luck to you!’ cried Darby, clasping both arms of the haunted man. ‘I’m no ghost and neither am I a ghoul. I’m only your friend, Darby O’Gill.’ 

			Lying there, breathing hard, they stared into the faces of each other a little while until the blacksmith began to cry. ‘Oh, is that you, Darby O’Gill? Where is the banshee? Oh, haven’t I the bad fortune?’ he says, striving to raise himself up off the muddy ground. 

			‘Rise up,’ says Darby, lifting the man to his feet and steadying him there. The blacksmith stared about like one stunned by a blow. 

			‘I don’t know where the banshee flew away to, but you must go back to Eileen now as soon as you can, Joey,’ says the friend of the fairies. ‘Not that way, man alive,’ he says, as Joey started to climb the foot-bridge, ‘it’s broken in the middle; go down and cross the stone bridge. I’ll be after you in a minute,’ he says. 

			Without a word, meek now and as biddable as a child, Joey turned, and Darby saw him hurry away into the black- ness. He hadn’t managed to save Eileen, who probably hadn’t long left now, but at least he’d managed to stop her husband from joining her in the next world that very night. 

			The two reasons that Darby remained behind were these: first and foremost, he was a bit vexed at the way his clothes were muddied and bedraggled and the way he had been pounded and hammered and so he wanted a minute to put himself in order again. Secondly, he wanted to have a bit of a think. He had an odd, cold feeling in his mind that something was wrong. It was a kind of a foreboding, as one might say. 

			He couldn’t help thinking that the peculiar events of that Halloween night were not yet over and, sure enough, the man was right!


			The Banshee’s Comb

			As Darby O’Gill stood near the Mulligans’ cottage that Halloween night, thinking over all that had just happened and all that might still be to come, the realisation of a calamity struck him all at once like a rap on the knuckles – hadn’t he gone and lost his fine clay pipe? The lad groaned as he began the anxious search. He slapped furiously at his chest and side pockets, he dived into his trousers and greatcoat and, at last, sprawling on his hands and feet like a monkey, he groped savagely through the wet, sticky clay. 

			‘This comes,’ says the poor lad, grumbling and groping, ‘of poking your nose into other people’s business. Hello, what’s this?’ says he, straightening himself. ‘’Tis a comb. By the powers of Holy Saint Peter, ’tis the banshee’s comb.’ 

			And indeed it was. He had picked up a gold comb the length of your hand and almost the width of your two fingers. About half an inch of one end was broken off, and dropped into Darby’s palm. Without thinking, he put the broken bit into his waistcoat pocket, and he half closed his eyes, the better to view the comb. 

			‘Well, I never in all my natural born days,’ he says, ‘The banshee must have dropped her comb with all the commotion between herself and myself and Joey Mulligan, the blacksmith. Look at that, now. Folks do be saying that ’tis this gives her the fine singing voice, on account of the comb being enchanted,’ he says. ‘If that saying be true, it’s the famous lad I am from this night. I’ll travel from fair to fair, and, maybe at the end they’ll send me to parliament.’ 

			With these words, he lifted his top-hat and stuck the comb in the top tuft of his hair. He’d no sooner given it a pull than a sour, sinking feeling began at the bottom of his stomach, and it rose higher and higher. When it reached his chest, he was just going to let a bawl out of himself, only that he caught sight of a thing opposite him that froze the marrow in his bones.

			He gasped and jerked the comb out of his hair for there, not ten feet away, stood a dark, shadowy woman, tall, thin, and motionless, leaning on a crutch. 

			During a breath or two, the persecuted hero lost his head completely, for he never doubted that the banshee had changed her suit of clothes to chase back after him. 

			The first plan of action that occurred to him was to fling the comb on the ground and make a bolt of it. On second thought, he knew that it would be easier to beat the wind itself in a race than to run away from the banshee. 

			‘Well, there’s a good Tipperary man that’s done for this time,’ groaned the knowledgeable man, ‘unless in some way I can beguile her.’ He was fishing in his mind for a civil word or two when the woman spoke up, and Darby’s heart jumped with gladness as he recognised the aul cracked voice of Sheelah Maguire, the spy for the fairies. 

			‘A very good evening to you, Darby O’Gill,’ says Sheelah, peering at him from under her hood, the two eyes of her glowing like tallow candles; ‘Amn’t I half-killed with astonishment to see you here alone this time of the night,’ says the aul witch. 

			Now, the clever man knew as well as if he had been told, when Sheelah said those words, that the banshee had sent her to look for the comb, and his heart grew bold; but he answered her politely enough, ‘Why, then, good luck to you, Mistress Maguire, ma’am,’ he says, bowing low, ‘sure, if you’re half-killed with astonishment, amn’t I three-quarters-split with incredulity to find yourself meandering in this lonesome place on Halloween night!’

			Sheelah hobbled a step or two nearer, and whispered confidentially.

			‘I was wandering hereabouts only this morning,’ she says, ‘and I lost from my hair a gold comb, one that I’ve had these forty years. Did you see such a thing as that, asthore?’ And her two eyes blazed. 

			‘Faith, I don’t know,’ says Darby, putting his two arms behind him. ‘Was it about the length of your hand and the width of your two fingers?’ he asked. 

			‘It was,’ says she, thrusting out a withered paw. 

			‘Then I didn’t find it,’ says the tantalising man. ‘But maybe I did find something similar, only ’twasn’t yours at all, but the banshee’s,’ he says, chuckling. 

			Whether the hag had intended to belt Darby with her staff, or whether she was only lifting it for to make a sign of enchantment in the air, will never be known, but whatever she meant the hero doubled his fists and squared off; at that she lowered the stick and broke into a shrill, cackling laugh. 

			‘Ho, ho!’ she laughed, holding her sides, ‘but aren’t you the bold, knowledgeable man? How well you knew it be- longed to the banshee! By the same token, she can’t be without it and I’m sent to bring it away; so make haste to give it up if you please, for she’s hiding and waiting for me down at Chartres’ mill. Aren’t you the courageous blaggard to grabble at her and try to catch her? Sure, such a thing never happened before, since the world began,’ says Sheelah. 

			The idea that the banshee was hiding and afraid to face him was great news to the hero but he only tossed his head and smiled in a superior way as he made answer. 

			‘’Tis yourself that knows well, Sheelah Maguire, ma’am,’ answers back the proud man, slowly and deliberately, ‘that there’s not one of us can get something for nothing in this world, not even the banshee. I’ll give her back her comb if she takes the black curse away from Eileen Mulligan, who’s ailing this night.’ 

			Sheelah clucked about like an angry hen. ‘You might have recognised her comb but it’s precious little else you know about the banshee, Darby O’Gill,’ she says. ‘She doesn’t put a black curse on anyone. ’Tis not her who de- cides who’s next to die or who’s to stay on living for another while. You deluded omadhaun, it’s only knowledge that she has of what’s to happen. From where she gets it I do not know and I daren’t ask her. All she does is wail her warnings to the unfortunate soul and his or her family and make sure that everything happens as it should. It’s her sacred duty and she takes it seriously. She won’t stand for anyone disturbing her when she’s doing her duty, as the blacksmith nearly found out at the expense of his life this very night, only for you saved him.’

			‘It was trying to save his newly-wedded wife he was, for the poor colleen is only twenty-five years of age, ma’am,’ says Darby, referring back to ailing Eileen Mulligan, ‘and it’s not one bit fair for the girl to be taken away into the next life when she’s barely gotten going in this one.’

			‘I know it’s not fair,’ says Sheelah, with sadness in her voice, ‘and it’s mighty sorry I am for the cratereen this night, as is the banshee herself I’m sure, but what’s to happen must happen and that’s all there is to it.’

			‘Even if it’s unfair, ma’am?’ replied Darby, not backing down. 

			‘There’s many things in this life that are unfair, Darby O’Gill,’ says Sheelah, losing patience with the argumen-tative man, ‘and if there wasn’t, what would yourself and the other useless lumps of men have to complain and gossip about backed up against the wall at the Clonmel fair? Eileen Mulligan will die this night whatever you say or do, so will you give me the comb or not?’

			‘I’ve laid out my terms,’ says stubborn Darby, ‘so maybe the banshee could see about changing what’s to happen to Eileen Mulligan this night, given the special circumstances in which we find ourselves, ma’am.’

			‘Bad cess to you,’ says Sheelah. ‘If you have nothing else to say on the subject, I’ll go and talk to the banshee about this. Don’t stir from that spot until I come back.’ 

			You may believe it or not, but, with that saying, she bent the head of her crutch forward, and before Darby’s very face she threw, saving your presence, one leg over the crutch as though it had been a horse, and the aul piece of wood rose into the air and lifted her, and she went sailing out of sight. 

			Darby was still gawping at the darkness that she left behind her after she disappeared when, lo and behold, she was back again and dismounting at his side. 

			‘You’re a lucky man this night,’ says she, spitefully. ‘When you return to the Mulligans, you’ll find that Eileen’s fever has broken and that her good health has been restored to her.’

			‘Thank you, ma’am,’ says Darby. ‘I’d crave another quick word with you if you could spare a moment,’ he continued, as Sheelah was making ready to fly off again. ‘You haven’t seen a clay pipe hereabouts, have you? I’m after losing mine!’ 

			‘You omadhaun,’ sneered the spy for the fairies, ‘’tis stuck in the band of your top-hat and it has been since you left your house this night, I’d wager.’ Darby put up his hand and sure enough it was there. 

			Whilst he was standing with the comb in one hand and the pipe in the other, smiling with delight, the comb was snatched from his fingers and he got a belt in the side of the head from the crutch. Looking up, he saw Sheelah twenty feet in the air, headed for Chartres’ mill, and she screeching with laughter. Rubbing his sore head and muttering impolite words to himself, Darby started for the new bridge. 

			In less than no time, he was back at the doorstep of Joey and Eileen Mulligan. Then, without knocking, he pushed open the door and tiptoed quietly in. Joey was kneeling beside the bed with his face buried in the pillows, as he was when Darby first saw him that night. But Eileen was sleeping as sound as a child, with a sweet smile on her face. Heavy perspiration beaded her forehead, showing that the fever had broken, as promised. 

			Without disturbing either of them our hero picked up the packet of tea from the floor where Joey had dropped it, put it on the dresser, and, with a glad heart, stole out of the house and closed the door softly behind him. 

			Turning toward Chartres’ mill, he lifted his top-hat and bowed low. 

			‘Thank you kindly, Mistress Banshee,’ he says. ‘’Tis well for us all I found your comb this night. Public or private, I’ll always say this for you – you’re a woman of your word.’. 

			That should have been the end of the story but, for a little while after Halloween night when Darby O’Gill sent the banshee back her comb, it was as though there was a plague on the village of Ballinderg. Each night came stormier than the last and the like of the rain that fell hasn’t been seen anywhere in Ireland, before or since. 

			Even at that, the foul weather was the least of the trouble, for the countryside was haunted. Every ghost must have left their resting place as soon as twilight fell to wander abroad in the lonesome places. The farmyards and even the village itself were not safe. It got to the stage where people weren’t leaving their homes at all at all for fear that they’d be caught out after twilight, not even the post-mistress Kitty Clancy, who hadn’t missed a day’s service in forty-three years.

			Darby couldn’t understand it. He struck a decent bargain with the banshee and she had fulfilled her part in restoring the health of Eileen Mulligan, just as he had fulfilled his part by returning her comb. Why was the next world interfering with his world in all this infernal chaos and confusion? That’s to be expected on Halloween night alone but it was far too much to bear night after night after night. 

			He still didn’t realise what was amiss even when he heard tell that Sheelah Maguire had been beaten black and blue on Halloween night and, if ever she was asked what had befallen her, all she would do was lay the responsibility on Darby and make black threats against him. It wasn’t until Bridget discovered a broken end of a gold comb in the waistcoat that he was wearing on Halloween night that he realised that the haunting of Ballinderg was down to the fact that he foolishly hadn’t given the banshee back the entirety of her enchanted comb. 

			So Darby, mustering all the strength and courage that he could, went that very night to confront the banshee at Chartres’ mill but there wasn’t sight nor sound of her. Our hero wasn’t deterred, so called to Slievenamon and shouted at the foot of the mountain for King Brian Connors of the Good People to come out and help him and the parish in their hour of need. 

			After two hours of Darby shouting at the top of this voice, Padraig Oge emerged to get him to stop his aul cater- wauling for the sake of Aul Nick because, as King Brian was away on fairy business, he’d get no satisfaction tonight. Once Darby explained to Padraig Oge all that had occurred over the last few days, the little fairy promised that he’d try his best to bring his master home at once.

			Sure enough, Padraig Oge was a fairy who could be relied upon because the very next night, as Darby sat fretting alone at his fireside, who spirited himself into the O’Gill family kitchen only King Brian Connors.

			‘Faith, King,’ says relieved Darby, ‘’tis a cure for sore eyes to see you. I’m half out of my mind for the village is in turmoil and it’s all my fault. The banshee –’

			‘Calm yourself, my dear Darby,’ says the King, ‘for Padraig Oge has told me everything. Have you the broken end of the gold comb on you right now?’

			‘I have,’ says Darby holding it up to show him. 

			‘Grand so!’ says the King and, with a click of his fingers, himself and Darby were no longer in his kitchen but standing on a deserted clifftop covered in mist and fog. Darby could barely see the little king in front of him. 

			‘Where is it you’ve brought me, King Brian?’

			‘To a place where no living man has ever ventured be- fore. You’re a great man for firsts so you are, Darby! Now mind your manners if you please and don’t go stealing any other possessions from my darling death-messenger for this is where she dwells and you’re to show her some respect or I’ll regret bringing you at all.

			‘There’s never a dull moment with you around is there, Darby?’ continued the King. ‘I thought it would be some rich philosopher or the most renowned of the fairy folk who would finally outwit the banshee, who’s the cleverest of us all as far as I can tell, but it turns out to be none other than Darby O’Gill of Ballinderg in the county of Tipperary.’

			‘I wasn’t trying to outwit her, King,’ insisted Darby, ‘it was all a misunderstanding.’

			‘I believe you, Darby,’ says King Brian. ‘Let’s just hope that she does.’ 

			Darby was blinking and shivering and growing more and more anxious beside the King, when, suddenly, and without a sound, the banshee stood before them. She was all in white, and her yellow hair strealed to the ground. The weight and sorrow of ages were on her pale face. 

			‘Is that you, Brian Connors?’ she says. 

			‘It is your humble and obedient servant, ma’am,’ says he. 

			‘It’s a long while since I’ve seen you. Are you keeping well?’ 

			‘There’s not a bother on me. I’ve been away on a diplo- matic mission visiting the German fairies for, when I heard tell that they live on an island in the River Ryan, I thought to myself that there must be some Irish fairies living amongst them there, Ryan being an Irish surname, but sure when I arrived didn’t it turn out that it’s not spelled Ryan like the surname but Rhine like – well, like the German river. Who would have known it?’

			‘Well, if you’d stopped off here on your way, you omadhaun, I might have given you a clue or two to put you right and save you heading off on a wild goose chase looking for Irish-German fairies!’

			‘They gave me a great welcome all the same. I’ll say that for the Germans. I’ve never eaten or drank so well.’

			‘If you don’t very much mind,’ says the banshee, ‘we’ve important matters to attend to here. Isn’t the man you’ve brought to see me the man who grabbled me on Halloween night and gave me an awful fright and caused all the turmoil in his world and in mine? Have you heard that without my enchanted comb the ghosts have been running riot in the last place where I had it and that I haven’t been able to keep them under control because I can’t sing at all well without my comb? And don’t talk to me about the people who were due to die but haven’t been able to die since Halloween night without my keening to warn them. It’s all been most inconvenient!’

			‘It was a misunderstanding,’ says King Brian. 

			‘Well, misunderstanding or no misunderstanding,’ she says, ‘’tis the fine lot of trouble he’s caused me and he’s taken his time to come here and make amends, and he a friend of the fairies,’ she says.

			‘He couldn’t come sooner,’ says the King, ‘for he didn’t know the way without me and I’ve been in Germany look- ing for my Irish cousins, if you remember rightly.’  

			The banshee let out the longest and deepest sigh of frustration that Darby had ever heard. ‘A woman needs reserves of patience that would fill the River Shannon three times over!’ says she. 

			‘I’m here now, ma’am, and I’m here to make amends,’ says Darby, speaking up for the first time. ‘Let bygones be bygones, if you please, for I have great respect for you and your work and I only crossed your path that night to save my neighbour Joey Mulligan from you and I never meant to discover your comb or keep the broken end to myself. I’ve brought it back to you,’ says Darby, holding it out to the banshee.

			‘It’s well I know, Darby O’Gill, that trying to save your neighbour and not trying to vex me that night you were,’ she says, much less severely. ‘I wouldn’t have gone next nor near him only that he came out to disturb me in my sacred duty and that’s one thing that I will not allow. He nobly wanted to save his own newly-wedded wife, of course, but it wasn’t me that marked her for death or had the power to change her fate and I was only able to do so on account of the special circumstances that were in it.

			‘I took no pleasure in doing my duty those three nights outside of Eileen Mulligan’s house and, for what it’s worth to you,’ the banshee said wistfully, ‘I hope that she makes the most of the years she has before I call for her again and that she’s happy and prosperous. Tell her that much from me when you see her.’

			‘I will, of course, ma’am,’ says Darby. 

			‘She’s the first person ever in Ireland to be marked for death and then taken off the list. And she’s also the last, I can assure you of that,’ she said, with mischief in her eyes. Some way or other, he wasn’t afraid of her now at all. Taking one square, cool look at any kind of trouble, even if  ’tis a ghost or a banshee, and seeing it as you might see yourself and you looking in the mirror, takes the dread from it. 

			‘As a sign of our new friendship, Darby O’Gill’, says the banshee, ‘here’s a stone for you. It’ll make you invisible if you rub the front of it, and it’ll make you visible again if you rub the back of it.’ 

			‘Thank you kindly, Mistress Banshee, replied Darby, ‘I really am much obliged to you.’ 

			And then the banshee said that, seeing as it was Brian Connors who brought Darby to see her and settle the out- standing matters between them, the first song she’d sing now that her full comb was restored to her was one of the aul fairy king’s favourite Irish melodies by darling Tom Moore, ‘The Minstrel Boy’.

			She took out her comb, and, fastening to it the broken end, she passed it through her hair a few times and began the song. 

			At first her voice was pretty weak and trembling, but the more she combed the stronger it grew, until at last it rose as high and as clear and as sweet and as wild as Darby’d heard it that Halloween night up at the Mulligans’ cottage.

			Whilst Darby was in raptures listening to the banshee singing so beautifully, wasn’t Bridget back home going out her mind with worrying for, when she arrived back into the kitchen from settling the children into bed for the night, he was nowhere to be seen. She wouldn’t have paid his sudden disappearance much heed except that, with all the ghostly apparitions in Ballinderg lately, how was the poor girl to know that her husband hadn’t been spirited away by a gaggle of ghosts into the next world as revenge for having disturbed the banshee that night when he met her?

			She was growing desperate when he suddenly appeared back in front of her at the clicking of King Brian Connors’ two fingers. So skilled was the little fairy that one click sent him back home to Slievenamon to tell the lads all about his latest encounter with the banshee, who fascinated every single one of his followers, and the same click sent Darby back home to Bridget. 

			He explained it all to her but grew puzzled himself looking at her. 

			‘What are you doing with your shawl on you and the fire blazing before you, Bridget asthore?’ says Darby.

			‘Sure wasn’t I half-thinking of heading out to find you I was that worried,’ says Bridget. ‘I wouldn’t have gone far, with the children left all on their lonesome without us, but I thought I might go down as far as the potato pit. I should have known right well that you wouldn’t have suddenly taken a notion to go out and do a bit of digging. It’s hard enough to get you out there with your spade in the daytime, God Himself knows!’

			‘Any more of your aul guff, Bridget O’Gill,’ says he ‘and I’ll go out to the stable and spend this night with my lovely Rosie who, as well as producing the best milk in Tipperary, knows when to quit her mooing and give a man a bit of peace.’ 

			‘Forgive me, Darby,’ Bridget said, getting very serious. 

			‘It’s messing with you I am, ma’am,’ says Darby, confused. 

			‘No, I’m in earnest,’ says Bridget, ‘for I’ve been thinking that all the trouble that you’ve had and that I’ve had and that all the village has had over the last few days is all on account of me not rising above the pettiness and the provoking of Cecelia Crowe. Sure it was me that sent you out that Halloween night to prove her wrong in her taunts about you being afraid of ghosts, wasn’t it?’

			‘Listen here to me, alannah,’ says Darby, taking hold of her two trembling hands, ‘that aul Crowe one would provoke every single one of the saints of heaven, so letting her get under your skin is no reflection on your character. And you know, my dear, if you hadn’t sent me out that night Eileen Mulligan would be lying above in the graveyard now and not sitting grand and contented with the blacksmith that loves her.

			‘Not only that but I’ve overcome my fear of ghosts and I’ve become friendly with the banshee herself, who keeps them all in good order the best she can, and you know it’s much-maligned that darling death-messenger is, Bridget, for it’s not an easy task she has and there’s many a man who mightn’t be able for it at all. She’s the treasure of the Good People, just as you’re the treasure around these parts, macushla.’ 

			‘Ah Darby, give over your sweet talking’, says Bridget, who was, nevertheless, reassured by his kind words of comfort. There’s little that he wouldn’t have done to re- assure his wife. Maybe they’d be fighting like two cats in a sack and breaking each other’s hearts before breakfast, he thought to himself. It probably wouldn’t be him that was guilty of any wrongdoing if they were, he also thought to himself. But he knew that, for all of his many adventures amongst the banshee and her ghosts and King Brian Connors and his Good People, his life wouldn’t be worth living without her.

			‘Next month you’ll have been back with us for a whole year, Darby,’ said Bridget, poking the fire wistfully.

			‘How do you know it’s really me?’ says Darby, full of mischief. ‘How do you know they didn’t send one of their disguised fairy fellows in my place to delude you?’

			‘Not at all,’ she replied. ‘I’d know the head of you any- where!’

			Darby reached into his waistcoat pocket and took out the present that the banshee had given him that very night in a faraway place that he only half-remembered even then. He told her that rubbing the front of the stone turned you invisible and rubbing the back of it made you visible again. Darby and Bridget delighted and thrilled the children for weeks to come with this new trick they’d learned, although they never disclosed how they did it to their eager audience. 

			And, although the haunting of Ballinderg had come to an end, one person in the parish had another fright in store when Bridget took the stone up to Cecelia Crowe’s cottage in the hope that scaring the unsuspecting woman once or twice or three times might put some manners on her. 

			And do you know what I have to tell you? The same Cecelia never again slandered the life and times of Darby O’Gill, not in the presence of his wife anyway.
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