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Two stories of human faith and spiritual renewal set in an isolated, mid-century Irish Catholic
fishing village from the author of The Mouse that Roared.THE HANDS OF CORMAC
JOYCEYoung Jack Joyce prays to have strong hands like his father. But when a storm hits his
small island off the coast of Ireland, it's Jack who must save the family.★★★★ "A delightful little
tale, full of heart. I enjoyed it chiefly for its down-to-earth Irish feel and the wonderful way the sea
was described in such thorough and beautiful detail that I could almost taste the salt and feel the
spray."--Goodreads Review★★★★★ "The descriptions are breathtakingly vivid and real, the
people strongly drawn, and the mixture of human and spiritual themes delicately and beautifully
done. The drama is more inward than outward, and always holds your interest. A quiet place to
go to rest and refresh your spirit and to smile at the memory of having been there."--Ebook
Library Review"A small story that will haunt you with loveliness."--Google Books
ReviewSTRANGER AT KILLKNOCKOn the Atlantic coast of Ireland, there is an isolated Catholic
fishing village built into the mountain of the pagan sea god Mananaan. Here there is a constant
conflict between the church and the ancient Celtic superstitions still cherished by the village
folk.But then one day, the sleepy village is awakened by the arrival of a stranger. Over the next
few days, a deaf man regains his hearing, a childless woman finds the child she's always longed
for, and a murder mystery is unearthed--leaving the village questioning their beliefs."A beautiful
and lyrical story blessed with the simplicity of truth and faith... If you have a heart, it will reach out
to you and give you the comfort of the seas and the mountains."--The Associated Press"Let the
stranger arrive in a primitive Irish fishing village where ancient nature-worship blends with
revealed religion, and you have a situation calling not only for the gift of the word but for profound
wisdom as well... It is evident that Leonard Wibberley has both."--San Francisco Chronicle"It is
easily the best fiction that Wibberley has yet written, a story which deserves that much-abused
adjective--unforgettable."--Los Angeles Times

About the AuthorLeonard Wibberley was born in Dublin Ireland, in 1915. He was the sixth child
of a schoolteacher and an agricultural scientist. At nine his family moved to London. Seven years
later, when his father died, he went to work as a stockroom apprentice for a publisher and later
became a reporter. After various jobs, he came to the United States in 1943 and engaged in
newspaper work for ten years. While working for the Los Angeles Times, he published his first
work, The King's Beard. Three years later he published his most successful book, The Mouse
That Roared, which was serialized in The Saturday Evening Post, and later made into a classic
film starring Peter Sellers.Wibberley lived in Hermosa Beach from 1949 until his death in 1983.
He wrote over 100 books and 100's of newspaper articles. He was also an adventurer, who
enjoyed traveling, scuba diving, ocean sailing, and road racing.Leonard also wrote The Father



Bredder Mystery Series under the pen name Leonard Holton.Sign up for his monthly newsletter
at bit.ly/LeonardNews to receive columns written by Leonard Wibberley that were syndicated by
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the ebook and new paperback editions of his many novels
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HANDS OF CORMAC JOYCEA Distinguished Short StoryBy Leonard WibberleyTHE HANDS
OF CORMAC JOYCECormac Joyce could see just the smears of dawn on the gunwale of his
currach and on the blades of the oars as he pulled away from the island to where his mackerel
net lay in the water off the headland. He was a big man, and it took a long time for his body to
wake up. His legs and arms were awake, but his chest felt heavy and his face felt as if there were
several layers of spider webs over it. The ocean was calm and made murmuring noises against
the sides of the currach, but except for these and the groan of the oars on the thole pins, the
whole world was silent. He screwed up his face, coughed and spat into the sea; and reaching
into the bottom of the currach, he picked up the bailer and poured a little seawater over the thole
pins to make the oars move more readily. A touch of wind, soft as silk, brushed past his cheek
and moved the stiff white hair on his head. He looked westward into the Atlantic. The dawn wind.
It would blow the night away. The wind came from the west out of the dark Atlantic and blew
away the darkness. There was something comforting in that thought, and the touch of wind
swept the last vestiges of sleep away from him.Cormac began to think of what he had to do that
day. There was little to be done on the farm after the cows had been milked and turned out to
pasture. The corn was long in and the hay also, and the turf had been stacked since July on the
leeside of his house. The black cow, which was clumsier than the others and lived in a world of
her own stupid fears, had knocked some of the stones from the wall in the field near the cliff—
and he had better repair that. Then he would cut some bracken for winter bedding for the cattle,
and there was a bit of stonework to do over the kitchen door. The door had not been properly
constructed. He’d have to pull out the lintel beam and reset it and he ought to get that done



before winter set in. “Jackie,” he said, “do you see the net?” The boy, who was nine, had been
huddled in the stern of the currach dozing a little. He was stringy and tall for his age and fair-
haired. He was halfway between a child and a boy, playful at times, dreamy at times, and at other
times capable of working well. But you could never rely on him. Jackie sat up and looked ahead
of the currach and then over to the left. “Over there,” he said. “Do you think we’ll have caught
anything?” Cormac didn’t reply to this question. He never answered questions which would in
time supply their own answers, so he just glanced over his shoulder, spotted against the
darkness of the water a black mark which was the first buoy on the net and pulled over to it. The
currach glided up on the buoy and Cormac stood up in the currach, which was planked with
wood and heavily tarred, though in his own boyhood all such boats had been of canvas. He
reached for the headrope and then gathered the net slowly up from the bottom looking for
fish. Jackie leaned on the gunwale, watching. The size and roughness and strength of his
father’s hands always surprised him. They seemed impervious to heat, cold or hurt. They were
big, flesh-padded, flexible tools of bone, the nails ridged and broken, the skin roughened and
more like hide than skin. When he looked at his father’s hands and then at his own, which were
brown and long and feminine, he always felt that he would never have hands like his father’s—
strong, tough, purposeful hands that didn’t flinch from the shock of the ocean water or get weary
with toil of oars or scythe or spade. This thought distressed the boy. He was afraid he would
never make a man like his father, and sometimes at night he prayed to Saint Brendan to ask God
to give him big hands and big shoulders so he could be a man. If he were a man he would give
all his strength to Eilis. He would make her a gift of it for all her life, so that if ever she wanted
anything done that required strength, she could use his. In a moment he was dreaming about
this while his father worked the boat along the headrope of the net, gathering it up slowly until
the footrope was reached, looking for fish and then letting the rope back into the sea
again. There were several chunks of cold-water coral in the net—spiky, sharp and pink. These
were carried along by the tide and caught in the net, and since they were sharp enough to cut it,
had to be taken out. When a piece was too entangled to be extracted, Cormac put it on the
gunwale and beat it with his fist until it was reduced to fragments. Jackie tried this with some of
the smaller pieces, but the sharp edges cut his hands. Below in the water they saw a deathly
white splotch, which Jackie knew was a fish. It was a large skate; its pointed nose was caught in
the net, and its slim rat-like tail was lashing around. His father took it by the thick ugly wing and
pulled it out of the net and flung it in the bottom of the boat. Like the coral, the skate was just
something useless that destroyed nets. People used to eat them once, but not any longer,
though a chunk of the skate might serve to bait a lobster pot. The net was two hundred yards
long, and they found only five mackerel in it. It should have been heavy with them, for this was
the time of the year when the mackerel came swarming in out of the ocean in their hundreds of
thousands. Cormac pulled the boat away without a word. Something wrong, he thought. He
looked eastward into the Atlantic. Vast and impassive, it rolled toward them from the horizon. The
ocean was just waking with the dawn. Low, smooth rollers, very broad but no more than a foot



high, were lifting on it, like the muscles of a giant who wakes from sleeping. Out on the horizon
he could see the Hags. They were twelve sharp-sided granite rocks, around which, except for
one or two days in the year, when the wind had set from the south for a week or more, the water
was always wild. Cormac’s father had once landed on one of the Hags, and because he had
done so he became a famous man on the island. It was the feat of a hero. No one else had done
it before or since. But something out there was wrong, and that was why there were no
mackerel. They pulled away from the headland to some offshore rocks where Cormac had three
lobster pots. In the first pot there was nothing, but the bait was gone. Cormac turned to the skate
in the bottom of the currach. It had its mouth in the upper part of what should have been its belly.
The mouth was framed by pale, pimply lips, like a monstrous human mouth. Through these pale
lips the skate was sucking air, making a squeaking noise. Its gills on the side of its mouth were
working too. The boy knew that the skate was dying of suffocation, trying to suck air through its
pimply white lips and going through the motions of blowing it out again. He felt sorry for it, but he
hated it for suffering in his presence. Cormac took his clasp knife and cut a chunk out of the wing
of the skate, which ignored this minor injury, but went on suffocating noisily. He took the chunk of
flesh, threaded it on the bait stick and flung the pot back into the ocean. Jackie took his father’s
clasp knife, turned the skate over with his foot and put the point of the knife against the spine,
which he intended to cut through so as to kill the fish and end its disgusting agony. But the skate
wiggled violently and got away from him, and Cormac turned, having dropped the lobster pot
back, and looked at his son and smiled. “Kill it if you want,” he said.Jackie grasped the thick
wing, flushing and nervous, and the skate flipped away once more, its tail lashing. His father
watched him, leaning on the oars. The boy was afraid of the skate, but disgusted at showing his
fear to his father. His hands seemed uselessly weak against the struggles of the fish, and he was
afraid of the pale mouth with its sullen accusation. Finally he put his foot on the skate and drove
the knife into the spine, pretending that he was doing it for Eilis and that she was watching him.
The skate shivered and became inert.“They don’t feel anything,” Cormac said, and they pulled
over to the second pot.There was a small lobster in this, and the third yielded a crab. When they
had baited the pots they were both hungry and rowed back quickly, Jackie taking a pair of oars.
The sea had a little motion now, and the darkness was gone.A cormorant winged out from the
mainland, flying only two feet above the surface of the ocean, and they stopped rowing to watch
it. Every morning at the same time the cormorant went out to the Hags and returned to a nest
somewhere on the mainland each evening. The bird flew purposefully, its long neck before it like
a spear.“Why do you think there are no mackerel?” Jackie asked.“Something in the ocean,” said
Cormac.“They should be here now,” said Jackie. “Last year they were swarming in at this time.
We had great sport with them. Remember?”“Yes,” said his father. “They should be here, but there
is something wrong with them.”“Tigue Conneeley says it is the French trawlers that have taken
all the sprats. Do you think that would be it?”“If every man in France had a trawler and all of them
fishing off Inishlacken, they could not take all the sprats,” said Cormac.“That’s true,” said Jackie.
“Do you remember last year when the sprats came in? The beaches were quivering with them.



They were like little pieces of silver jumping around.”And after the sprats had come the mackerel,
lashing the water, rushing so fast that some of them had flung themselves up on the beach also.
The ocean was a great mystery. It looked empty, and yet it was teeming with life. But it was
empty now. There were hardly any fish. Out beyond the Hags something had happened in the
ocean.The Joyce cottage was on a hill above the harbor, which was on the east or leeward side
of the little island. The harbor was just a right angle of cement and limestone boulders put out
from the land. The entrance was only eight feet wide, and at low tide there was only two feet of
water between the rocks on which to get in and out of the harbor. It was a good harbor, but
usable only at high tide. The men of the island kept their currachs in it, and that was one of the
reasons why their currachs were now of wood. Before the harbor had been built they had
constructed their currachs of canvas laid over wooden laths, for these lighter boats could be
picked up bodily out of the water and carried up to the cottages. But with the harbor, that was no
longer necessary.Some of the men on the islands, however, still used the canvas currachs. They
did not like to change, and it gave them a good feeling on stepping out of their cottages to see
the currach beside the door. There were only two other houses on the island. The Joyce cottage
was over the harbor, and on the windward side of the island lived Michael Reece and his wife.
He was perhaps eighty years of age and a great storyteller. His wife was young—only sixty. He
had met her when he had been a drover in Scotland, and so she was not Irish but Scottish. But
she was a Catholic and made good bread. On the north side of the island were the Conneeleys,
who had seven children. Eilis Conneeley was the third oldest of the Conneeley children. She had
a flattish kind of face, but it was quite beautiful, particularly her eyes, which were green. Her hair
was long and dark, and her skin white like a lily leaf. All the sun could do to it was produce a few
red freckles. She was not a very talkative girl, but now and again she had spells of mischief.
Some kind of excitement bubbled in her, and she would do things that were wrong for sheer
devilment.There was a wild streak in the Conneeleys, but the father, Pat Conneeley, was
reckoned the best fisherman in the island. He had a gift for fish as some people have a gift for
growing things. His currach was no better than that of anyone else, nor his lines or lobster pots,
nor his nets. But between Pat Conneeley and fish there was an understanding, so that he knew
not only where fish were to be taken but also when and with what bait and even for how
long.After breakfast Jackie said he would go over to Pat Conneeley and see whether he had
taken any fish that morning. His mother looked at him and smiled. She knew that the boy wanted
to see Eilis and when he saw her he would say nothing to her, but just look at her and blush and
feel his heart swell.“Take a pail of milk to the Reeces,” she said. “Their cow is dry.”“I will that,” said
Jackie.“I want him to help me with the door,” said his father.“He’s too little yet,” said Jackie’s
mother heedlessly. “You will have to get Pat Conneeley to help you. It is a job for two men, not a
man and a boy.”“Talk to Pat Conneeley about it then,” said Cormac, and Jackie went off with the
milk.A boreen led from his house to that of the Conneeleys on the other side of the island. The
same little road, just a track through which limestone boulders jutted in places, served all three
cottages, making a circuit of the island. It was the island’s only road, but there were footpaths



from it leading to the cottages though at places stone walls had to be climbed to get from the
road along the footpaths to the houses.At one part of the boreen was Saint Brendan’s well, and
when Jackie got to it he stopped to look into it. There was a lot of bracken growing around the
mouth of the well and in the depths of the bracken one or two harebells—sky-blue delicate
flowers on stems hardly bigger than a thread. They showed a surprising azure against the russet
and green of the ferns.Saint Brendan, whose little ruined church was on the headland of the
island, had blessed this well before setting off in his boat on his legendary voyage across the
Atlantic when, as some maintain, he discovered America. That was eight hundred years before
Columbus had sailed to the New World.He had blessed it for supplying him with water for his
trip, and although he had been able to take only one leather skin of water, that had been
sufficient for the whole voyage, which had lasted some several years. Because the well was
blessed, nothing which fell into it would suffer any harm.Jackie put down the milk can, parted the
ferns and looked down into the well. The water in it was greenish, but still good to drink. There
was thick moss down the side of the well, and kicking on the surface was a yellow-and-black-
striped wasp. The boy watched the wasp, which was plainly frantic with fear. It had managed
somehow to fall into the well on its back, and its long straw-yellow legs were beating the air in an
effort to right itself.“You are a foolish creature,” Jackie said smiling at the wasp. “This is one well
in the world that you can fall into and you will not be drowned. So don’t kick your legs around so
much. No harm will come to you.”Then he put his hands into the well up to the wrist for he had an
agreement with Saint Brendan that if every time he passed the well he put his hands into it, the
saint would make his hands bigger instead of so thin. It took him a little courage to do this
because he had to lean over the well and if he slipped he would fall in headfirst.Still he put his
hands in up to the wrists and counted to ten—that was part of the agreement. When he had got
to ten he thought he had maybe counted a bit fast toward the end, so he went on to fifteen so as
not to cheat and then drew his hands out, shook them, picked up the milk pail and went on his
way.After a while he began to think about the wasp and wondered whether Saint Brendan had
saved it yet. It seemed that he ought to go back and look. The wasp had appeared pretty tired
when he left. He put the milk pail down and ran back to the well. The wasp was still on the
surface of the water, its legs moving only very slowly now. Jackie broke off a piece of bracken
and reached it down. The wasp hooked a leg onto the tip of the bracken, and Jackie pulled the
bracken out and put the wasp on the road in the sun. It lay for a while and then started cleaning
off its pointed head and then its wings.Jackie went back to the milk wondering why Saint
Brendan had not saved the wasp. Then he realized that the saint had indeed saved the wasp, for
he had sent him back on that errand. He was then part of a miracle—only a small one, but still a
miracle.“If I were a saint,” he said, “I’d work a big miracle—so big that everybody would see it and
believe in it.” He tried to imagine what sort of miracle that would be, but while he was thinking
about it a hooded crow flew down and sat for a moment in the road before him, its gray back
contemptuously turned to him.The boy stopped and watched the crow cautiously. If it flew off to
the right he would be lucky that day, but if it flew off to the left he would certainly have a bad fall.



The milk he was carrying made him all the more nervous, and he was very relieved when the
crow, having casually searched for a louse under its wing, fluttered off across the fields to his
right. The boy had intended to go to the Reece’s cottage first with the milk, but since the crow
had said that he was to be lucky that day, a plan formed in his mind and he decided to go to the
Conneeley’s first. As he got close to the cottage he felt a sense of pressure just below his chest
and became nervous and kept looking to see if Eilis was outside. But since he did not see her,
he was despondent, thinking she would be away in one of the fields and he might miss her.At
last he reached the door, and, flushing with embarrassment, knocked on it, though it was
open.“Come in and welcome,” said Mrs. Conneeley from the hearth where she was busy over a
large black iron pot.“God bless all in this house,” the boy said as he came through the
door.“God’s blessing on you yourself,” said Mrs. Conneeley. “What have you brought there? Milk
is it? But we have plenty and to spare.”“It is for the Reeces,” said Jackie.Mrs. Conneeley, a heavy-
set woman with a red face, smiled at him from merry eyes. “Is it himself you came to see, or is it
Tigue, or is it someone else?” she asked, and Jackie blushed, while she chuckled at him.“It’s
himself,” he said.“He’ll be here this minute. Sit down and have a cup of tea and some soda
bread. It is just this moment made.”“I just had my breakfast,” said Jackie.“More won’t hurt you, for
you have a lot of growing to do.”He sat at the table and was given a big mug of strong tea and a
thick slice of soda bread hot from the pot, which Mrs. Conneeley had been removing from the
turf fire in the hearth as he entered. He knew it was impolite to stare, so he sat at the table
chewing on the bread but furtively sneaking a glance at all the things in the Conneeley
kitchen.The kitchen was coated with a blue wash which made it seem cool and clean. The floor
was of packed earth, as smooth almost as the delft mug from which he drank his tea. He knew
everything in the kitchen, but it was just possible that something new had been added and that
would be a piece of news to tell his mother when he got back to their cottage.On the
mantelpiece was a radio, operated by a battery, and an old alarm clock and a picture of the town
of Lourdes beautifully done in blue and yellow and green and white. Nearby was a picture of the
Sacred Heart, and next to that a photograph of Pat Conneeley’s brother, who was in the United
States Marines. He was in marine dress uniform and looked as though he had been stuffed.
Then there was a crucifix and a little red lamp for perpetual adoration before it; and a picture of
Mrs. Conneeley’s parents, the grandmother sitting in a chair and her husband standing behind it,
both of them stonily defying the cameraman. Then there was a big plate with a picture of a tall
building and below the picture: Souvenir of New York City.Tacked to the wall was a colored
handkerchief with a picture of a round tower and a wolfhound lying at the bottom of it. Over the
round tower were the words Erin Go Bragh.“Here’s himself now,” said Mrs. Conneeley, and Pat
Conneeley came into the house with Tigue and Eilis and several other children, all Conneeleys,
with him. He was a smallish man and was carrying a roll of rope and an oar. He put the roll of
rope over in a corner and the oar up in the rafters over the kitchen and turned to Jackie.“I saw
you out with your father this morning,” he said. “Did you catch anything?”“No,” said Jackie. “There
were only five mackerel in the net and a skate. And in the pots a lobster and a crab.”“Was it a big



lobster?” asked Eilis, smiling at him, and Jackie knew she was in one of her mischief moods. He
wished heartily that he could say that it was a lobster of four pounds, but replied that it was only
a small one and would hardly weigh a pound.“Did you see the birds?” asked Pat.“I saw the old
broigheall flying out to the Hags.”“He does that every morning,” said Pat. “You didn’t see the little
birds then?”“No,” said Jackie.“I did,” said Tigue. “Little things they were, no bigger than a sparrow.
Fluttering over the water and then touching it with the tips of their feet as if they were dancing on
it. Ah, it was great sport to watch them.”Pat Conneeley turned to his wife. “It was the strangest
thing to see,” he said. “They hovered over the top of the ocean and just put the tips of their toes
in the water and then chirped and went off and did the same thing a little further along.”“They
were not fishing?” asked Mrs. Conneeley.“They were not.”“Were they mackerel birds?” asked
Jackie, eager to make an impression on Eilis of having some knowledge.“No,” said Pat. “The
mackerel birds are black and white like magpies. These were dun-colored. I would not say what
kind of birds they are. I have never seen them before.”“Where did they seem to come from?”
Jackie asked. “Was it from the land?”“No. It was from the ocean—beyond the Hags. There was a
flock of them came in—perhaps fifty. And they had a strange little chirp to them—like a
grasshopper.”“What do you think they mean?” asked Eilis.“I do not know,” said Pat. “I have never
seen them before and I do not think anyone else on the island has seen them—except maybe
Mr. Reece.”“Did you catch any fish yourself?” asked Jackie.“No. The mackerel are late. They
should have been in two weeks now. I was talking with a man from Carna, and they had caught
none there—and with another man I met from Achill, and they had none there either. They are
out in the deeps of the ocean.” He laughed. “They know we are waiting for them.”“I wonder why
they are so late,” said Tigue.“The answer is out there in the ocean,” said his father. “Maybe the
little birds we saw could tell us.”“My father asked if you could come and help him to reset the
stones on our door,” said Jackie.“I will gladly,” said Pat. “But tell him to wait a day or two. I have a
net needs mending, and I do not know when the mackerel will come. If there’s one hole in a net,
they will all go through it. Next to a salmon a mackerel is the wisest fish in the sea.”“The salmon
are safe in the rivers now,” said Jackie.“Why do you say safe?” asked Pat Conneeley, looking at
him curiously.“My father says there is something wrong in the ocean and that is why the
mackerel have not come,” said Jackie. He rose to go, blushing furiously. “Thank you for the tea,
ma’am,” he said to Mrs. Conneeley. He took the milk can and, looking at Eilis, said, “I am to take
this milk over to Mr. Reece.” And then he blushed more than ever.“It will have turned if you don’t
hurry,” she said coolly. The boy felt as though a door had been slammed in his face. He went
awkwardly across the kitchen and outside to the path that led to the boreen. He was halfway out
before Eilis came skipping along behind him. “Wait for me,” she said. “I am to take some eggs to
Mr. Reece.” She caught up with him and walked along beside him, sometimes giving a little hop
that tossed her dark hair around her face and sometimes looking secretly at him from the corner
of her eyes.When they got to the boreen and were out of sight of the cottage she said, “I didn’t
have to take the eggs. I asked my mother whether I could take them.”For the boy that was the
second miracle of the day—one for the wasp and one for him.Jackie was not often alone with



Eilis and when he was alone with her he was always tongue-tied. He dared not tell her of his
feelings for fear of rebuff and also for fear that his words would prove inadequate. When he tried
to think of words in which to couch the reverence, indeed adoration, in which he held her, he
blushed for shame. All he could do was pad along beside her in his bare feet down the boreen,
getting both joy and pain from her presence.The girl seemed to him to sense his agony and
determined to tease him obliquely about it. For she kept up a stream of chatter largely about the
other boys in the school on the mainland, one of whom had given her a skipping rope with
wooden handles. In this condition, between misery and joy, Jackie and Eilis arrived at the Reece
cottage.Michael Reece was stacking bracken in his small yard, and his wife was helping him.
When he stood his legs were bent at the knee with age. To compensate for his bent knees he
held his shoulders very straight and his chest was pointed like a pigeon’s. His eyes were dulled
by the years and the lids red-rimmed. Winter or summer he wore long woolen combinations, and
the sleeves of his flannel shirt were rolled up over these. His wrists were big, but his arms had
wasted to tough sinewy muscle, which had no particular shape, but were like leather thongs
along the bone of his arm under the skin.His shirt was open, and from his curiously pointed
chest, which looked as though the bones had been broken and had mended jutting outward, a
few springy white hairs peeped. His face was red, and his nose, which was long and sharp, the
reddest feature on it. His wife was clad in an old black gown which reached almost to her
swollen ankles. It was a gown without any kind of design at all, just a covering, and it had been
torn and mended so many times that it was doubtful if one square foot of the original material
remained. She was very stout and even uglier than her husband. Age had thinned him down to
the merest essentials of a human being, but it had fattened her up.“God with you,” said Jackie as
he entered the yard. “My mother sent some milk.”“God and Mary with you,” said Mr. Reece,
standing up and putting his hand on his hip so as to straighten his spine and square his
shoulders.“And I brought two eggs,” said Eilis.“May there be good to you,” said Mrs. Reece,
hobbling forward and taking the milk and the eggs. “Will you come and sit in the kitchen a little
and rest yourselves?” “I’d sooner Mr. Reece told us a story,” said Eilis, sitting down on the
bracken.“A story is it,” said the old man, looking around his yard and then around the small fields
of his farm, and from there out to the ocean to where the white spume leaped into the air against
the Hags. He looked at the Hags for so long that Jackie thought he had forgotten about the story.
Then he wiped his hands against his chest and said in a low, melodious voice, like the sound of
summer wind, “The young trees were breaking, and the old trees were bending, and the giants
were coming into the land.”The two children shivered with excitement and anticipation at the
words.“The noise of the giants could be heard for three days coming from the other side of the
world. On the first day they sounded like the chirping of crickets, and on the second day they
sounded like the screaming of sea gulls, and on the third day they sounded like the screeching
of hags, full of rage and destruction so that all the birds on the island died, and the cattle were
wild-eyed with fear, and the horses trembled and blood ran from them like sweat; and all the fish
gathered in the bottom of the ocean in terror, and not a fish was taken from the waters around



the island for a week.“Fergus, son of Mananaan, who was the god of the sea, was king of the
island in those times. He had fifty times five vessels in the harbor, and the masts of everyone of
them were made of gold, and their sides were made of silver, and their decks were of mother-of-
pearl, and their ropes were made of white silk, and their tillers were made of ebony, and their
rudders were made of topaz. Also he had a hundred mackerel nets and a hundred tram nets,
and all the mackerel nets were fifty miles long and all the tram nets also fifty, and they were all
made of red gold.“The doorposts of his palace were a hundred and ten feet high and were of
ivory, and the doors were of jade, and he had covered the lower part of the island with red gold
and the upper part of the island with white gold.“The giants came on the fourth day riding ships
of air, and seeing the beauty of the island, they decided to make it their home. There were twelve
of the giants, and they had twelve hags with them, and the smallest of the giants could not get
half his foot through the great door of the palace of Fergus, son of Mananaan, and the least ugly
of the hags had an eye in the middle of her chin and a tooth growing out of her forehead, and the
skin of her face was as dark as the back of an eel.“When he saw the giants, Fergus, son of
Mananaan, leaped on the back of a seal and was taken down into the deepest part of the ocean
to his father, and when they had greeted each other, Fergus said, ‘The giants have come from
the other side of the world to take my island, and I have no weapon against them nor their hags.
For I have cast a hundred and twenty spears at them, and they have returned to earth like little
pebbles and no harm was done to the giants nor their hags. And now, my father, what am I to do,
for it was you who gave me the island, and so you must tell me how I am to defend it?’“ ‘You must
get rid of the hags first, said Mananaan.“ ‘I would be glad to do that,’ said Fergus, ‘for though it is
impolite to say so in their presence, they are very ugly.’“ ‘You must send the hags to me,’ said
Mananaan.“ ‘How am I to do this?’ asked Fergus.
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