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			OLDCASTLE BOOKS

		

	
		
			For all the Bothy Heroes

		

	
		
			And where was God when you needed him?

			Swimming, rolling with the devil?

			Grabbing at flailing legs?

			(Extract from The Book of the Gaels by Fraser Donald McLeod)

		

	
		
			This is how I remember it:

		

	
		
			1

			Creagh, West Cork, 1975

			Due to the proximity of the house to the lough, or perhaps more accurately, the proximity of the house to the cess pit, there was always an army of flies around, and they were more often in the house than out. I’d say the constant rain was an irritation for them, and here inside they’d find enough scraps and scrapes of food to get by. We’d watch them squadron around the house, up and down the staircase, in and out of rooms, groups of twenty or so, sometimes interacting with smaller groups, buzzing, conversing. We’d be sitting there, my wee brother Paul and me, commentating on their battle manoeuvres, the flies from upstairs being the rotten Jerrys, and our brave Scottish brigade gallantly guarding the foot, the exit to outside. What helped our fantastic little game was that on occasion a fly would all of a sudden drop out of the air, dead. It’d lie beside us, give us a last shimmy, a shake of the legs and be still.

			We discussed when it had last been to Confession. Would its soul be clean? Bless me, fly-father, for I have sinned. It has been two long minutes since my last confession. In that time, I have landed on an apple and wandered around a bit before taking off again for the big light, you know, the one in the kitchen…

			Once, a fly death-valleyed in Paul’s hair, and sensing it wasn’t on the hallowed ground of the window sill or the staircase, or the sink or the fruit bowl, or a shoe or drink, it fuzzled for a good minute longer than we were used to. Paul was screaming Get it off ! Get it off ! And I was dancing around him like a puppet master, invisible strings to Paul’s head, scared to touch him, scared to see the fly. When the buzzing stopped, Paul sat on the stairs weeping and I, bravely, looked through his hair and removed most of the fly.

			Is it all gone?

			It is.

			It wasn’t, but the most of it was. I think maybe I lost a leg with the combing, and maybe a wing, but nothing one wouldn’t get riding down the path outside on a pony or a bicycle.

			Once the bodies were dead for sure, safe, still, we’d pick them up by shuffling them on to pieces of paper using one of our father’s old books, until we had a bunch, twenty or so, then we’d carefully carry them to the top of the stair. We’d position ourselves and wait, waiting for the next battalion of flies to emerge from below. When they arrived, or when we had become bored, we’d throw the entire lot of carcasses into the air and down the stairwell, shouting Attack! Attack! And Hiawatha!

			I have no idea what the other flies thought, if anything. Seeing their dead cousins springing briefly back into life then falling like a stone once more on to the ribbed stair carpet below.

			Next time we scooped them up, they’d be missing legs, half their bodies, wings… Where did it go, all this excess?

			Come supper, I’d stir my soup with caution.
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			Father would stay in his room this whole time, typing away on his gun-metal typewriter. He’d feed us, come the evening, and in the morning, but during the day we were more or less free to roam.

			We’d have piled downstairs at first light – we wouldn’t know the time, but the dark wooden mantel clock would pitch in at some point and warn us: five, six, seven… and as the morning wore on, the eight, nine and ten. And if he wasn’t up by then, well, we wouldn’t expect him. We’d grab ourselves whatever bread there was and shriek through it with a blunt butter knife, use the same knife to cover it with butter and dunk into the jam pot. We couldn’t reach a tap for a drink, unless we drank from the bath taps, which we did, on occasion. And if we were making too much noise, we’d sometimes hear the creaks of the wooden ceiling and floorboards above and we’d freeze – 

			And if there was silence that followed, we could relax.

			But if there were the mighty clumps of father making his way downstairs barefoot, we’d panic and reach for anything that looked respectable, little there was in that darkened kitchen. A postcard. A hairbrush. 

			We’d push the food into the middle of the table, an island, untouched by our young hands and watch, wait for the internal stable door to creak open. 

			And there he’d emerge, reddened feet, gnarled nails, eyes glazed, hair slanting like the roof of a collapsed shed. If we kept quiet, we were invisible, sometimes, and he’d pass us by without even an acknowledgement, not even a look. He’d pass through the kitchen, into the tiny vertical coffin lavatory cupboard and release a long stream of pish that seemed to go on forever. Paul and me would stare at each other, counting – thirteen, fourteen, fifteen – whilst tidying more, finishing any distilled bath water, dabbing up crumbs, straightening pyjama jackets.

			We would learn the subtleties. If he went to wash his hands, he could be getting up and we could be in trouble, for something. For eating the food, maybe. Or waking him. But if he just came straight through, with no hand-wash, that was him, going back to bed. We’d sit bolt upright, eyes locked, don’t follow his movement – and he’d be out, out of the kitchen, flicking the door closed behind him and creaking up the wooden stairs.

			We’d leave it a minute then that’d be us, breathing out, reaching for the bread, having our fill then cleaning the butter. If we’d eaten too much jam, if the jar was looking empty, we’d take it to the bathroom and mix in some bath water, put the lid on and shake it up. Before too long the jam would be a watery soup, but father never seemed to notice. We would, of course, but the taste of the sugar was still there and if the bread was stale, the water would help that too.

			*

			Mid-morning, before lunch, we’d once more begin to hear mutterings and stretches, floorboards strained, bed springs. By that time, we were braver, making more noise, killing more soldiers, clashing more swords – the swords being sticks, of course, or merely long grass. Then, most days, a slow, gradual clatter of keys as he pushed the ancient metal typewriter through its paces. What he was writing we did not know, didn’t understand how this machine could communicate, though he’d on occasion show us the spidery signs, squares and circles, the endless black/grey letters snaking across the page. We could read a bit, of course we could, but whatever father was writing, well, that took a different kind of reading. 

			You know, his words made no sense at all.

			On the good days he’d bring us in and shout with joy – Joseph! Paul! Will you come and see this now! – and we’d stop whatever we were doing and cautiously troop up the stairs; he’d be dressed then, mostly, or half dressed, but trousers on, vest too, a shirt maybe, his thick woollen jumper from autumn to spring’s end – and he’d wave a sheet of paper in front of us. Six lines, it’d have, sometimes a little more. The lettering stuck in the middle of the page, as if shaken. He’d clip it to the other ones, the other patterns we’d seen and he’d be joyous. We were too, but we were also cautious, as surely as night came after day his moments of joy would be followed by long stretches of black, black mood. Come on, come on, get ready and we’ll take this to town and post it off. Post it away.

			Would we make it? We did, sometimes. Mostly, maybe. But there were enough days when the walk would kill him of his enthusiasm. The three miles or so – if no one stopped to pick us up – enough for the hatred of his scribbles, their delicate bridges and open-hearted lunges of faith – well, he’d go quiet, or start muttering to himself, or growling, swearing through clenched teeth, until we’d either turn around there and then – and that may be considered a good day – or he’d rip the whole thing up, the whole envelope, the entire package of words, the last month’s clattering of keys – distributed amongst the hedgerows. Left to soak in the inevitable rains or perhaps picked up by other curious walkers, the only final audience to his work. And what would they make of it all? That Scottish loon from down below, perhaps. 

			Paul and me would talk to father then, before his mood could change. And we’d get the best of him – for this was the best of him, when he was full of bright and wit. I think there was a part of him too who knew this journey into town was walking on shoogly ground, and he needed the suspension of cruel reality so he’d have the confidence and strength to complete, to finalise, to walk into the Post Office and send the damn thing off.

			Because many times, yep, many times we’d get into town and walk straight by that Post Office, with its peculiar name: Oifig an Phoist. Paul and me would look at each other with knowing eyes and perhaps hold hands. We’d see where father would go, we’d know where he’d go and sometimes the bar would take him and sometimes not. Sometimes he’d take a pint, us waiting outside in the light, barely able to see him in amongst the stour and surroundings of other men, these ones much older than father. 

			And there’d be times when he wouldn’t be seen for hours – Paul and me playing with street-twigs in a puddle over the road, or running circles around the square, our stomachs calling out but not enough to poke our heads into the gloom. We’d keep an eye out, of course, to see if he’d emerge.

			But if the drink was his curse, it was also his crutch and companion, urging him on, encouraging him, strengthening him, easing him in to the Post Office – and we’d spy and drop our game, running straight over and watching – he’d wait, a queue of conversations, his sole Scottish voice in amongst the Irish, not a place to be in a hurry – and we’d wish these people quiet, hurry them up. He needed his confidence. And if he reached the front of the queue – that was it. We were away. His words, on a page, wrapped in a brown paper envelope, would be handed over to old Mr Walsh and then they’d be off and then we’d be off. He’d turn to look for us – forgotten, we were sure, until that moment – and he’d smile. He’d walk over, bend down and pick us up, both together. Daddy’s done his work now. C’mon, we’ll go home.

			Then, we’d walk by the bakers, seldom anywhere else, and pick up yesterday’s bread. We didn’t mind and neither did father. It’s good for their teeth he’d tell the baker, who’d wink at us and on occasion, rarely, but I remember it so it’s worth mentioning – on occasion the baker man would give us a small ball of fresh dough each. We’d suck on it, chewing slowly, the mysterious sour taste and spider web texture sticking to our teeth, refusing to leave our teeth, eventually leaving our mouths tasting something rotten.

			The walk home would be ok. The tension had gone. He was a realist, in that sense, my father. He couldn’t stop the clock now, could he? Sometimes he’d laugh to himself, but this lack of confidence, this despair was a very different beast to what he’d experience before the posting. Then, he’d berate himself, curse his mindset and his foolish ideas. Now, he’d be laughing at himself, in the way one would laugh at a drunken man making a fool of himself at a wedding… Now, all we could do was wait and enjoy the high spirits, we’d bounce and skip down the road, the journey home taking a fifth of the walk into town, the sun seemingly always out, or at least the rain warm, we’d chase, hide and seek, sing songs.

			And not one of us would want to get home. In my mind, I’d see home as black, dark green, damp, cold, close, quiet, stone, worrying, sad. We did not want to be there. Here, outside, the fields were breathing, the grass was showing off its colouring, the plain pale green to deep, lush, almost turquoise – a delight to our gloom-squandered eyes. I’d see Paul’s eyes alight in the strong sun, see his smile, that beaming smile…

			We’d follow a wren as it darted along the hedgerow. We’d follow the curve of the sun as it arched overhead. We’d pick out beasts and faces from the high, thin clouds, and maybe, if we were lucky, father would mention our mother… It would be rare, but a word – or a sentence – then we’d bolt ourselves to sense, concentrate utterly, keep it, memorise it. She loved the song-birds. Stack it up with our other words, our other clues, other shades and colours that added up to our own personal imagined portraits. We couldn’t ask, we knew that. If we went to the well, the well would dry up. We just had to wait.

		

	
		
			A clod of peat seems

			an easy cut

			and a simple stack.

			I carry

			a different kind of weight.

			I could work between these fine fellows for

			sixteen summer weeks

			and they still would not know.

			We talk rot

			and laugh at local misfortune.

			I carefully count through my coins

			whilst

			they scatter their own on rough wooden boards.

			At some point I shall make a show of leaving

			as though I’ve somewhere to go

			I shall put on my coat and say my goodbyes

			And slowly shuffle next door.

			(Extract from The Book of the Gaels by Fraser Donald McLeod)
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			We’d been back here at Creagh almost a year. The house had belonged to mother. But once mother had gone… well, father hadn’t settled here. Too many memories, I suppose, and he’d hauled us all back to Scotland. But then he hadn’t settled in Scotland, either. So now we were here again, in amongst those memories that had chased him away the first time. 

			We hardly knew anyone, and father wasn’t exactly encouraging visitors. If they were relations or friends of my mother, my father could barely look them in the eye. They seemed ok to us. We’d peek at them, round the corner, or out of the window, and we’d maybe get a wave or a grin, but father would only be defensive and blistery, whatever their good intentions. He’d close the door on them as soon as he could.

			They stopped coming, eventually. Can you blame them?

			But the local priest never gave up. There’d be a knock on the door which would disturb my father from his room, he’d slow his way down the stairs, pulling the straps of his braces over his white grey shirt, Paul and me moving out of his way, but watching in horror as his un-socked rock-feet crushed our collection of flies. Father would swing the door open and there would be the priest, nodding his head and offering a handshake.

			Eventually, after a dozen such visits of politeness and pleasantry, this priest fellow was invited in. He stayed for the afternoon and sat by the window, whispering away to father. 

			Hours later, they’d emerged, my father red-faced, but calm. He looked at me and nodded, before showing the priest out.

			*

			That evening, my father was quieter than usual, if that was even possible. A good quiet, though. It was peaceful. The fire was lit and we sat snuggled up to him, me reading a book, Paul driving a matchbox as if it were a car, over and up the back of the chair, time and time again.

			*

			Next day, the priest came back. And this time he brought a nun with him. Paul and me scarpered in an instant.

			We hid close by in the cupboard below the stair, listening in and hearing only a low murmur of the priest, an occasional squawk of the nun, the slow stove boiling of the water – and how my father would be hating to use the fuel to boil that water – then waiting, as they drank their lukewarm grey black green tea. The ritual lasted a good chunk of the afternoon, Paul and me getting restless but too curious to leave, too scared to misbehave, to risk any wrath, especially in front of a nun, with her thick black glasses and wavering smile. Eventually we were called in, gently at first, Paul – Joseph – Joseph, bring your brother here… but we did not move, which led to father opening the slatted green door and heaving us out. Don’t be scared of these lot, he whispered, then introduced us – Joseph, Paul, this is Sister Moira, and of course Father Magee… Sister Moira smiled. Well hello, boys. We’ll be delighted to have you with us at the school, all the way from Scotland so – perhaps there’ll be something you can teach us!

			School? I looked at father, who smiled – almost – back at me. Ok, boys – Away back and play now…

			And we fled – School! With nuns! No way… You heard! You heard! But who would look after the flies? What about father, what about… lunch, what about…

			Outside the door, we heard Sister Moira speak to my father – You’ve made the right decision, Mr McLeod. We’ll take care of them. You have my word. Sinéad was a beautiful young woman, and my heart goes out to yourself and these children of hers.

			*

			Us saying our goodbyes, my father closing first the outer door, with its glass-paned panels and then the inner door, the door that shut out all the light. Shutting them right out outside, out of our world, this world. As our eyes adjusted, my father stood scratching his chin. 

			The nuns. They’re going to teach you… and maybe feed you, too.

			Feed us!?

			A-ha. That’s what they promised. 

			I smiled at Paul, and him at me.

		

	
		
			I attempt these lines

			in hope they will somehow reply,

			telling me:

			‘And this is how you will live.

			This is the path that will lead you through,

			here is the answer you were seeking.’

			But for now, they are achingly quiet.

			Wounded,

			or shy,

			perhaps.

			I look over my shoulder

			far too often.
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			The rain came that evening, and it brought us outside. Father appeared, grinning – Come on! – Paul and me looked at each other and prepared for the onslaught that awaited. As father pulled on his boots, we added layer upon layer, all our jumpers and shirts, followed by the big woollen beany hats that Mrs Cronin from up the lane had knitted us, our scarves, and finally our coats. We knew what’d be up and sure enough, within moments father had us leaving the house and walking outside, him striding quickly ahead, then returning and grabbing my own hand, Paul holding my other and – off we went, in procession, down to the lough. We’d learnt not to grumble, for this would be a happy time for us all. Father couldn’t complain about the weather, after all it was him who was dragging us now right into the heart of it. We began the slow freeze and curse the lack of second trousers or be grateful we remembered all our socks. Past the farms, sensible dogs pricking up their ears and seeing us approach, but them being keen on being dry and barking only, not charging towards us. Father picked up a long stick anyway, just to wave, beckon with. We continued on, father’s speed, us slipping behind him on the once-tarmacked road, long now defeated by grasses and wildflowers. We slipped into the forest, offering a small degree of cover but nothing really, almost bigger raindrops now, collecting on the canopy and falling far down on to us.

			Whack! Right on the nose.

			Look down, watch my step, avoid the sticks, the slips, passing occasional ruined buildings, ancient tracks, heavily mossed walls…

			…and finally out, out of the forest and by the lough, the rain now tipping upon us and us – well, my father – hysterical with the noise – at least, I’ve always thought it was the noise, the beating of the rain upon the lough, the lough surrounded by forests and mountains on each side and the roar of the falling weather reverberating all around. There was a car there too, parked a good few stones’ throw away, but they had a motor running and father looked to them anxiously, slipping his face from them to the lough, them to the lough, until they turned their motor off and he relaxed There you go and concentrated on the lough.

			He was hypnotised, staring out there. There was nothing else to hear, nothing else to think about, just the enormity of the body of water itself and the huge, vacuumed swell of the rainfall. The incessant downpour, constantly slapping our backs, felt like a massage, more distraction from real life, more putting us firmly here in the now. 

			The wet began to trickle through my defences and down my neck. One tiny river, then another. Reach my tightened waistband and circle around, tickling. I’d ignore it, best I could. 

			Looking up at father, his eyes were wide, occasionally wiped by a naked hand, he was inviting the weather, challenging, revelling, swimming in it. His jaw was slammed shut, slightly shaking, steam piling out of his nostrils like a bull, blinking his eyes as if this dwam was delivering some magical, powerful charm. Shaking himself from a momentary slumber then back, staring once more, eyes darting left and right but always, always returning straight down the line, forwards, as far as the eye could see, a mile or so across into the inlet where this giant, deep lough met the Irish Sea.

		

	
		
			5

			That first school day, Paul and me were picked up by Seamus, the oldest boy from the farm that rode next to my father’s scant bit of land. A year on me at least, I suppose he was eleven or twelve, Seamus was growing, building himself into a bull of a man, taking on complete farm work for years now, as is the way, but still, to his annoyance, stuck with us youngsters.

			The walk to this new school was short, a few hundred yards up the lane just, a sense of dread but curiosity – and joy at being outside, let’s not forget that, the joy of having escaped the house, the knots of tension that so seemed to follow my father around. 

			Seamus walked as quickly as his long hob-nailed thick leather boots would take him, and me, I struggled to keep up. Paul, well, he gave me his hand and I can only guess it was for the help with the slight hill and maybe for the comfort of the familiar. 

			Slow down, Joseph, slow down.

			He stumbled over and again and over once more as we passed bramble bushes loaded with berries, fields with horses, mostly, plenty for the eyes to see. I tried to keep up with Seamus, but it wasn’t long before the school was within view and then we could relax, for the final walk was just a short ease along the road.

			The school building never really grew. In the distance it looked small, like a shell of a giant snail or such, but upon approach, although the ground around it, the fields and trees all swelled to their accepted, predicted size, the school struggled to keep up and when we arrived it was almost as tiny as when we began. Seamus waited for us at the doorway and finally, when we were right there, he chapped on the door. We received an enter now and Seamus darted in, no looking back, no welcoming usher. I looked at Paul, himself leaning, unconsciously dragging us in the direction of home, then turned and gently encouraged him in.

			*

			And if I thought the house, our house, was dark and small and damp and cold, then, well, I was ignorant of how much stronger all those features could become. For here, I’d say, half the size of the building itself was the thick and width of the stone, stone which looks as though it’d come from a far grander building, perhaps a large church or cathedral even, but now blocked down here, as though it’d rolled from a cart and it’d been decided to just leave it and build.

			*

			There is a window, though it too is small, of course.

			With the dankness of the room cleared, my eyes picked out a half-dozen pairs of eyes, seated but turned towards us and there, in the front, a tall, wide nun, not the nun who visited us.

			In you come now, come now – sit.

			She is larger and taller than the friendly nun of our living room, though wearing the same shapeless brown costume.

			She points, with a stick, to two small chairs behind two small desks, right at the very back of the room.

			Seamus has taken his place at the front of us all, close to the lady, the nun. He has made it clear to all concerned that he was not with us.

			And the holy lady, she speaks:

			Now. We have two new additions. They are from Scotland…

			The faces turn again, to re-view, re-evaluate these Scotland creatures.

			…But their mother was from here and they are very welcome. 

			A silence, as our eyes adjust and we’re rated, graded, on our appearance, our clothing, our hair. The brown eyes, brown haired bodies looking at us turn, one by one, back around to face the front, face the nun. I recognise a few, from running in the fields, passing the farms…

			Now, Joseph, and Paul. Do your best to listen and catch up. We are discussing the Annunciation.

			The what? 

			The final peering head returns to the nun and then the nun is off, speaking of some holy event that we do not understand. Seated and still, our bodies slowly cool even further as the creeping damp of the building crawls up our legs and into our backs, pushing ice between our skin and our meagre clothing.

			*

			It’s a struggle to concentrate when there is nothing to concentrate on but the dark and the imperceptible lulling of the religious language, but if we veer off, if our eyelids droop or we stare at the window to outside that teases us, the nun will slam the stick against her table and call out Paul! Or Joseph! Sit up! And we’ll get the shock of our lives and sit bolt upright.

			And those moments, although short, are a relief, as they’ll be the first words we understand.

			The shaft of sunlight pours in like a straight, powerful waterfall, the tiny dancing specks of dust being the salmon. The stour is such that the air looks thicker than I’m used to, and it’s no surprise that I imagine my breathing is becoming slowly slightly more audible, though not noisy, more a whispered pull. The dust floats harmlessly, ignoring the mantra of the nun, on occasion landing on one of the girls, who is sitting right in the stream of sunlight. The girl will turn and glare at the window, infuriated no doubt by the heat of the sun, the same way we’re shivering through the lack of it. From her, my eyes move to the other children, carefully, subtly. We’re clearly of similar stock. There are no riches here, no jumpers new or fitting, no shirts clean, no shoes not worn for a thousand days before by older siblings or other children altogether. 

			On occasion the nun’s voice will rise in tone slightly and the class will join in the talking, reciting with the nun. This will be the prayer, I guess, and I mouth along A waggy waggy. A log nog bog. A diggedy dog. Paul stares at me, perhaps confused, worried that he’s the only one there who cannot speak this holy tongue, this long tumble of words, perhaps panicking he’s lost his hearing or his sanity. I widen my eyes at him and exaggerate my speech slightly, just enough for him to hear and then he gets it and joins in A winga rach wock whan. A ligger lock bong. We smile, and I almost laugh, but the fear of The Nun keeps me stable.

			Throughout, there’s a slow, steady rustle, the children’s feet occasionally, not in a rhythm, but between them all a constant, an occasional rub of soles of feet, edges of feet on loose Linoleum. My mind wanders down and I see the results of the rubbing, the different shaped scars, the horseshoe, the wave, the common-or-garden scuff. My desk is riddled with scratches and markers, graffiti, names. I idly move my thumbnail up and down a carving of a snake. God’s own enemies, snakes. I wonder how it got in here.

			Lunch. Come on, lunch.

			There’s no clock, but by the way the sunlight is creeping through the window, the angle of the shaft changing and then disappearing, almost, we all know it’s past lunchtime. My stomach complains. Soon others join in, the thought of lack of food placed in their heads by my own internal rumblings, perhaps. Eventually, the nun slowly ends her business, lowers her stick, closes her imposing black leather Bible, and declares – Now. Food.

			Still they wait. Still our classmates sit, as motionless as herons, awaiting their catch.

			Grace first – and everyone stands. We leap up. We’re hidden now, behind the heads so our murmur is less important. 

			As quickly as they stood, they sit. We collapse after them, anxious not to be the cause of any delay.

			Now. Begin.

			But where’s the food? Begin what? The other children are all off, hands diving straight to the bags between their feet, emerging with sandwiches or hunks of bread, occasional bits of fruit. Paul and me look at each other in panic. We have no food. We’ve sat through the coarseness of the morning, so where is our reward?

			You two. Come to the front.

			No one stops eating as she beckons us forward. Paul reaches for my hand and I take it. I am the elder, I pass down the comfort, though there is none in me. I push out my chest, adding six months and adult bravery to my stature. We creep through the desks and emerge in the square foot of space in front of the nun.

			No food, is it?

			We are motionless but our eyes, betraying our hunger by glancing from her own to her case to the stick to the What happens next?

			Eventually, I reply – No, Miss.

			I am not a Miss. I am a Sister.

			No, Sister. We have no food.

			She grimaces. She looks neither happy nor satisfied.

			God will provide. 

			I don’t know what that means and I don’t know if she’s expecting an answer, but then – 

			Sit down now – 

			And she nods towards our chairs, empty of hand, empty of stomach. But I’m staring at her, my mouth creeping open as if to talk, or better, eat – I almost raise an arm to point, to demonstrate that the others are eating and we were told…

			Go on! Close your mouth before the devil gets in and settles inside you. Sit!

			We have no options. For now, anyhow. We turn and make our way back through, Paul crying, just a little. Sobbing. As we pass an anonymous table a younger girl rips off a bit of her crust and quietly hands it to me. The nun makes a noise – Huh.

			I give her no option to tell us off or take the food. Quickly, I bite it in two and give half to Paul who shoves it in his mouth, quietening the crying. Two small mouthfuls of bread.

			We sit back down and watch, wait, listen, our stomachs still churning, insulted as they were by the meagre offering of the crust. The nun removes a brown paper bag from her satchel and slowly, precisely, irritatingly, nibbles away at a large cheese sandwich. Paul is watching her, quietly sobbing.

			*

			The afternoon is a long, perpetual drag and in my mind, I’m building up the strongest case I can for not ever returning. The woman is a witch. The place is colder and damper than our own. There’s no light. The floor is just flapping, filthy lino, worn down with dirt. There’s no lavatory and even if there were, no one would be brave enough to ask. Paul has stopped crying and is just staring at the nun. Later, he tells me that in his mind she was being bombarded by one of our squadrons of flies.

			At the end of the afternoon we all stand. They recite some speech, and then we leave. Everyone pushes past us and such is the desire to escape into the sunshine, by the time we’re out the clutch of pupils has almost disappeared, footfall audible, running and screaming, escaping. All that remains is the girl who fed us. She’s standing a good ten yards from the school, and not waiting as such, but there, and well, perhaps waiting. 

			Paul and me are too scared to talk, despite us being outside and the nun being within. We’ve been hypnotised by the cold and the drudgery. Paul’s shivering, embracing himself, hopping

			I need to pee…

			And he runs straight up the hedgerow, past the waiting girl, to the nearest gate post where he does his business, quickly and unashamed. 

			As I reach where the girl is standing, she turns and looks toward me –

			Thank you for the food.

			She smiles.

			Where’s Scotland? Is it near Kerry? My father’s been to Kerry, for the market.

			But right now, Scotland seems far away.

			It’s…

			Scotland plays in my head like an old film, the memories thinning and refining themselves, until they become streamlined, losing detail on each play, just the basics, the outline, the echo… 

			It’s good. It’s warm.

			Warm?

			I nod.

			I’m Grace. Who are you?

			My name’s Joseph.

			Paul returns. His head is jumping, interrupting. That stupid old woman.

			A hand shoots up to the girl Grace’s face, shocked.

			There was NO food. That stupid old woman.

			He’s stomping and almost in tears again. Clenched fists, angered. He’s screwed his face up, making it look as tight and contorted as he possibly can.

			I turn to look, make sure the nun hasn’t heard, a whack around the head could possibly be expected from that stick of hers. Grace leans forward, neck extended, head as close as it can go without moving her feet, crunches her eyes and spits out - 

			Don’t say that, or you’ll not go to Heaven.

			Then – C’mon.

			We turn and see the door opening, the first signs of the nun emerging. Grace grabs my hand and pulls me away, up the path towards home.

			If she gets you, she’ll ask you everything she said and invite herself inside to your house and worry your mother and make her eat everything in there, if there’s any cake or tea or milk she’ll have it, then there’ll be trouble when she goes. Do you have cake in Scotland?

			I nod, though we seldom did.

			Despite her hurry, despite her pull and interest, Paul is way ahead of us, running home, his body hurtling down the middle of the path, no looking back. See you I say and disjoin hands, sprinting and overtaking her, before quickly getting beside Paul, keeping his speed going, keeping the run alive.

			I turn and Grace’s jogging behind us, but not for us, just away from the nun, I see that. It’s clear why the other children got out so quickly, it was a head-start away.

		

	
		
			Here are the dragonfly

			you loved.

			‘This! This is why we’re here!’

			The long, hidden pond,

			the still, the warmth around it…

			It is ours alone,

			for now.

			But watch your step

			for the moss on the water

			can be deceptive.
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			But there was no food, father…

			What do you mean no food! For sure, there was!

			We’re in his study. We crashed into the house and hurled up the stairs, racketing, Paul crying, then forgetting to cry, what with his own fury, then remembering and crying once more. 

			We didn’t even knock on his door, poor man. He got some shock.

			What the fuck?

			That stops us cold, that word does, and he’s staring, our eyes readjusting to the more familiar darkened room. He’s sat at the typewriter beast, but body turned in our direction. His feet are still with the work, the dwam of the paper – that’s where he wants to be right now.

			What do you mean there was no food!?

			It – there – everyone else…

			He looks furious. Paul lets go – There wasn’t anything else for us, everyone ate except us, it was colder than here, not better, there was no food at all and no one even LOOKED at us and the nun just spoke a nonsense over and over and it smelled like an old loo…

			My father laughed. But then he began shaking his head, back and forth, and the smile went, quick. Is this true Joseph? About the food, I mean?

			I nod. We haven’t eaten, Father. Not at all today.

			He takes one of his enormous rough hands and drags it slowly from his forehead down to his neck and again, rubbing his ears, once each. Silence, the hands to hips, he looks at the paper looking at him, admits defeat and swings his thick legs towards us, before standing. Ok Come downstairs and we’ll see what there is. And boys?

			Paul is hopping, anxious to get down the stairs.

			Don’t charge in on me like that, eh? Don’t do that.

			Yes, father. And Paul’s off. I wait for father and wonder why doesn’t he open the curtains? It’s so dark in here. There’s a tiny electric lamp burring away in the corner, but the curtains would be better open, surely, he must know that? I’m ushered out and down I go, quickly, three steps at a time.

			*

			There’s a single thick crust. Father divides it into two and pours some watery jam over it. We wolf it down in silence. We poke up the crumbs and lick the plate. Father pours us a jug of water each and that chases down our feast.

			Don’t worry. I’ll sort it.

			He says. Then, to himself:

			I’ll sort it.

			*

			Soon after, the sun still high, we’re off, walking the mile or so towards the convent. There’s a push in my father’s step, he’s keen to get this dealt with straightaway. It’s a tall, impressive, foreboding building, cathedral huge – How many nuns can fit inside there? 

			Father doesn’t want us inside, fortunately, for I remember the one time we were in, being confronted by corridors of portraits of stiff, holy, fearsome old ladies, staring miserably down, drilling their stares into those fortunate enough to be young and alive. 

			Wait.

			He opens the entrance door and disappears. Paul immediately turns and runs towards the Broken-Down Tree, a place we’d discovered on a previous visit. He climbs aboard this long, horizontal fir tree and using his weight begins to shake the trunk, the branches. Midges and beasts jump off from all sides and I jump on behind. Before long, the two of us deep into a game of Pirates and Nuns, where us brave pirates push the nuns from the boat with our legs, the boat thrusting forwards into a choppy ocean Watch out! Another one, another one! And we kick her away, the sharks grabbing her feet and pulling her under. Every time she falls, we recite the same quick prayer, before it descends into a mere mumble – Glory be to the Father, and to the belllubedyblub… Soon, we’re deep in the ocean, shrieking, the waves throwing us back and side, me grabbing Paul, Paul holding on and swaying his body in circles, causing the boat to rock, the tree to shake, the laughs to shout. Where shall we go? And Watch out for the sharks! And Watch out for the nuns! And – We’ll go for the ocean! We’ll go for Scotland! and –
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