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To John and Dors


With Much Love









A Look Back


Don’t talk back to me about poverty. I remember a time when there was nothing anywhere. Only the very few had more than enough to eat. Only half the population had barely enough. The rest were simply hungry and broke. One of the saddest memories of my youth was the national school. The teachers were, for the most part, caring but often caring with too much force. The sad part of school was the hunger of small boys who came from impoverished backgrounds. I remember when I was first elevated to the upper classes, fourth, fifth, sixth and seventh, I was approached by the smallest scholar on the upper floor.


‘Keane!’ he called listlessly, ‘any chance you’d bring us a cut of bread and jam.’


This was during the morning break. Every so often I would bring him something to eat. He died from diphtheria in the late 1930s. He was a lovely soul. His emaciated face is still with me. He had a voice like a lark and a spirit that was pure and free but he was no match for poverty and indifference.


At the time there was a saying ‘he’s out of all books now’ which meant that the garsún in question would have gone through all the classes in the national school, first book, second book, third book and so on. ‘He’s out of all books now,’ the mother of an aspirant would say proudly to a prospective employer as she tendered him for the inspection of a grocer or a hardware merchant or a draper.


I knew another boy in that school at the top of Church Street in my native Listowel who confided in me once that he had never eaten an egg, not even at Easter. When I looked at him in astonishment he declared that he had eaten the half of an egg all right on occasion, and sometimes a quarter of an egg and sometimes the cap of an egg but a whole egg never. Other things I remember about this boy were: (1) He never wore shoes; (2) He never wore an overcoat; (3) He never wore underclothes; (4) He always wore a smile.


There was a crude joke circulating at the time about a poor widow who was sometimes given to grandiose actions. She had seven children. Each morning she would boil an egg and distribute it between the seven before they went to school. The egg, of course, would be soft boiled so that the yolk could be spread over the faces of the offspring in order to give the impression at school that there were eggs galore at home. The reason I recall these incidents is to highlight the degrading, debilitating poverty forced upon a long-suffering people and to show how infinitely better-off we are in the new millennium. I know there’s still poverty at home but it’s nothing like what it was. I know because I was there and I saw it. Outspoken people would ask in anger if this was what Irish patriots went out for. Other folk would ask was this what Pearse and Connolly died for. You will find many historians who will tell you that there were no real solutions to the horrific problems of the last millennium on its countdown to its last gasp.


Surely, the Holocaust need never have happened. The story, however, could have been worse and the megalomaniac Hitler might have succeeded. I wish I could say that the Holocaust was the final chapter in man’s inhumanity to man. Alas more recently we have had the Serbian conflict and the barbarity of East Timor and there will be more because, as the old woman said when her husband threw her out into the cold of winter, that is the nature of the bashte.


The bashte in question is the raging animal inside us which has to be subdued every hour. If the dear and gentle reader finds me in a reflective mood he must make allowance for the fact that I haven’t touched alcoholic drink for several days in a bid to improve my lot and answer my correspondence. Writing on an empty stomach is dehydrating so I propose presently to take up my glass and empty it before it’s too late. There’s a time to drink and a time to drive but never at the same time.


The simple truth at the end of the day is that the people of this country never had it so good but like all people in such a position they don’t know when they’re well off. They lose weight so that they can put it on again. I decided that I was not going to walk into the new millennium nor was I going to run or gallop or tiptoe. Instead, I was going to dive in and fervently hope that I surfaced in another world surrounded by friends who were my enemies and without that accursed pain in my back.


There’s a man in this town who goes to bed in the early afternoon of Christmas Eve and does not rise until the following night. He does it, he once told me, because he doesn’t want to be happy. He mistrusts happiness because it always fizzles out on him and leaves him sick and sorry. Now I’m a man who wishes to be happy and a man who wishes happiness on everybody and this, remember, is the very same man who has hurled wild abuse at innocent football referees merely doing their job. Towards the end of the last millennium I desisted from abusing referees because of age and reduced voice power.


In my probe into that part of the millennium through which I have lived I recall a confrontation I had with a teacher in my final year in the national school. Our catechism told us that the world was four thousand years old and when I questioned this with another boy we were told that we were guttersnipes. Then, not long after, in the secondary school there was a priest who was also a teacher. If you mentioned to him the name of Charles Darwin he would strike you with his walking stick and if he hadn’t a walking stick he had an equally damaging fist.


Were there no solutions then to the evil procedures which governed us? I believe that the first place to look for a solution to injustice and inhumanity is deep within one’s own heart or better still look to the Sermon on the Mount according to Matthew beginning with:


Happy are the poor in spirit:


Theirs is the kingdom of heaven


Happy are the peacemakers:


They shall be called sons of God


Happy are those who are persecuted in the cause of right:


Theirs is the kingdom of heaven.


As I look around me I don’t despair. The good in us marginally outweighs the evil so there is hope for the future and here to cheer you up is a quote from St Paul’s epistle to the Corinthians: ‘Take a little wine for thy stomach’s sake and for thy frequent infirmities’ and as my late and great friend Roger O’Sullivan used to say, ‘What profit it a man to gain the whole world and be wet in his shoes’. A sobering thought my friends, a sobering thought, but one that reminds us that we should look for the antidote of humour when we are threatened with evil.









The Course of Time


Edgar Guff, if one was to believe the observations of his parish priest Canon Coodle, was the possessor of an enormous appetite for whiskey. His puce-coloured nose would also bear this out as would his bloodshot eyes and unsteady gait.


‘He would drink whiskey,’ the canon informed his housekeeper Hannie Hanlon, ‘out of a senna saucepan.’


Hannie shook her head in disgust.


‘Otherwise,’ the canon continued, ‘he’s not a bad fellow at all and you could trust him in any enterprise that doesn’t involve whiskey.’


The pair had adjourned to the presbytery kitchen after the evening meal and, as was their wont, would discuss minor parochial business until the evening confessions commenced in the parish church which stood impassively next door where it dwarfed every other building in the town square.


Hannie Hanlon had, a few moments before, completed the dusting of the four ornate confessionals. As she neatly folded her duster she heard the muted but unsteady footsteps approaching along the side aisle where she stood admiring the copper plaque which carried the name of Canon Cornelius Coodle and was affixed prominently to the central door of the canon’s confessional. The canon’s box, as it was called, was greatly favoured by penitents of both sexes and all ages and not merely because he was somewhat deaf but also because he was tolerant, discreet and sympathetic.


‘Sure you couldn’t shock the canon,’ the more hardened sinners would assure themselves as they confidently made their way to his box.


Hannie did not have to look around to discover who the first arrival was. The creature’s light footfall indicated that it could be none other than Edgar Guff who, despite his surname, rarely expressed himself in public. There was also the fact that he always arrived at the confessional well ahead of the prescribed time, often by as much as an hour on busy occasions such as Christmas and Easter. Seating himself on the innermost extremity of the long wooden stool, which led to the confessional, he nodded respectfully in the direction of the stern-faced housekeeper. She acknowledged the salute with a solemn nod, decidedly discouraging and not in the least bit conducive to further exchanges.


People of the parish would say that Edgar Guff was an exceptional listener and could hear most of what the penitents said especially when they were expected to raise their voices or provide clarification for transgressions at the confessor’s behest. This was not often but when it occurred it was always interesting, not that Edgar would ever dream of betraying the confidences which his proximity to the confessional conferred on him.


Edgar was a professional sitter. That is to say, he was engaged by busy sinners such as lawyers, doctors and wealthy businessmen to hold places on their behalf next to the confessional. As soon as one of his clients arrived, always impatient and always in a hurry, he would hand over his seat near the confessional door and make his way to the far end of the wooden stool. For this service, he would be paid a half crown. From his lowly position at the end of the stool he would patiently wait as those who were seated nearer the confessional were shrived, thus allowing him to advance in the right direction. After a while he would find himself in the most prized position, right outside the confessional door. If his next client noted that Edgar was too far from the confessional the restless creature would exit to the town square and indulge in measured peregrinations until he judged that his sitter would be better placed.


During the busy seasons Edgar would spend nearly all of his waking hours on the stool. He was often asked by cronies if he was ever obliged to vacate his place due to a call of nature.


‘Never!’ he would answer firmly and then he would explain that he was always on the move so to speak in his earlier years when he was addicted to pints of stout. It was costing him too much in lost revenue so he changed over to whiskey which made hardly any demands because his bladder was never full.


When Hannie Hanlon returned to the presbytery kitchen she was asked by the canon if Edgar Guff had taken up his place.


‘Just a few moments ago,’ she answered.


‘That gives me the best part of an hour,’ the canon intoned happily as he settled himself comfortably in front of the gleaming Stanley. Later when the three curates arrived the canon was ready to lead his curates onward and outward against the forces of evil. From their confessionals they would keep the enemy at bay with forgiveness.


As the first penitents arrived, several at the same time, Edgar Guff, sitter-in-chief of the parish, fortified himself for the long hours ahead. He withdrew a voluminous handkerchief from his ample, inside pocket and gently blew on his purple proboscis after which he skilfully removed the cork from a noggin of whiskey, cleverly camouflaged by the handkerchief, and indulged in a modest swallow which instantly alerted him to his responsibilities.


Thereafter his clients began to arrive like clockwork. It was a boom time for sitters especially for Edward who had a large clientele, most of them generous if the occasion deserved it. Their contributions were nearly always doubled at Christmas so that Edward need not worry about the wherewithal required for the purchase of extra whiskey. He had already swallowed several half ones in the two public houses closest to the church and since these activities took place during intervals he wasn’t in the least befuddled. To employ one of his own phrases he was just warming up and would be quite capable of swallowing the two noggins in his pockets before confessions ended for the night. He would, of course, feel a little groggy later but he would find his way home without difficulty and enjoy a good night’s slumber before the noonday sittings of the morrow.


As the night wore on he started to grow drowsy, finding it difficult to keep his eyes open for long. The spirit of goodwill, luckily for him, was abroad and whenever he started to drop off he would be wakened by concerned penitents who sat near him. His clients came and went and not one neglected to pay his fee. He found his hands being opened wide on numerous occasions and almost always two half crowns were pressed against his palm.


Only once in that long night was he jolted into wakefulness and that was when Canon Coodle raised his mighty voice in anger in the nearby confessional. Edgar sat upright at once. It must be some sin of outrageous proportions if the canon raised his voice to a shout. Edgar Guff nor indeed any of the other penitents had ever heard anything like it before.


Edgar deduced from the trembling, plaintive utterances that the penitent in the box was female. She was in the process at long last, after years of neglect and suffering, of acquainting her parish priest with the behaviour of the perfidious wretch to whom she had been chained for more than forty years. Edgar had missed the earlier part of the poor woman’s disclosures but he gasped as he had never gasped before when she made the ultimate accusation. This was that she had not been in receipt of a single kiss from her husband for twenty agonising years. It was this that prompted Canon Coodle to shout ‘What!’ at the top of his voice. When she repeated the charge in broken tones he thundered the word ‘What!’ a second time.


Drunk as he was, Edgar Guff’s heart went out to the victim of this disastrous marriage. He longed to lay his hands on the throat of the monster who had treated her so abominably for so long. But no! He must never reveal what he had heard or allow what he had heard to influence any future actions of his in relation to this confession or any other. The secrecy of the confessional was sacred and it dawned on a drunken Edgar, not for the first time, that he was an officer of the Church. He would agree that he was not a very high-up officer, that he was below the rank of assistant-to-the-sacristan or even a common altar boy but he was a Church officer no matter what.


He sat fully attentive as he heard the movements in the confessional. The penitent’s door opened and there Edgar Guff beheld the dowdy clothes and tear-stained face of his wife, his one and only who had not qualified for a solitary kiss in twenty years. He sat stunned as she shuffled along the aisle and then she was gone.


Suddenly he sprang into action and dashed into the night.


Outside she moved slowly and carefully, picking her steps in the darkness. Gently he forestalled her and placed an arm around her shoulder, his drunkenness totally dissipated by what he had heard. She turned to look into the face of the person who had come to her aid. Suddenly her sobs filled the night so that passers-by turned to stare. Overcome by grief he shepherded her into a laneway where he held her in his arms until her convulsive sobbing ended and she stood silent and limp, totally dependent on his support.


He took her hand and led her homeward. The days that followed were filled with silence and when she accepted silently his offer of a walk by the river on St Stephen’s Day he knew that if he played his cards right there was a chance, just a chance mind you, that things might work out in the course of time.









Twelve Days’ Grace


Agnes Mallowan shot the iron bolts into place in the back and front doors of the presbytery. Then she did the rounds of the house upstairs and downstairs, securing the windows in the curate’s room but firmly resisting the temptation to inspect his belongings. She could have carried out the inspection with impunity if she so wished, she told herself, seeing that he was enjoying a short Christmas break at the other end of the diocese in his parents’ home.


As was his wont the parish priest Father Canty would read in bed until she brought him his nightcap after which he would fall fast asleep until the seven o’clock bell sounded.


There had been no exchange of Christmas presents. As always he had handed her an extra week’s pay but repeated his insistence that she was not to invest in a present on his behalf. From the beginning he had made it clear that there were to be no Christmas gifts.


‘The best present you can give me,’ he had warned, ‘is to keep your money in your purse.’


Neither would he let her spoil him. ‘Plain fare for me,’ he would raise his hand aloft, ‘and the plainer the better.’


The few luxuries he permitted himself were the nocturnal glass of punch and a glass of wine on Sundays with his dinner. He had partaken of wine earlier that day but only, he had reminded her, because it was Christmas. Sometimes she worried about his health. What concerned her most was the wheezing when he paused on the landing, having forgotten to take his time when ascending the stairs. She used every conceivable subterfuge lest he over-exert himself. Sometimes his irritability showed when he found the cob tackled and waiting preparatory to a sick call.


‘Who tackled the cob?’ he would ask pretending to be angrier than he really was. There would be no answer while she prepared him for the journey. There were times, he would reluctantly admit to himself, during epidemics as the calls came pouring in when he was grateful. Normally the chores of catching and tackling the cob would fall to the sacristan but such a post had been vacant for years.


‘The parish just can’t afford it,’ he had explained only the year before to the bishop who had intimated in his usual roundabout way that the elderly parish priest ought to be taking things easier.


‘I’m only seventy-three,’ Father Canty had retorted mischievously, ‘which makes me two years younger than my bishop.’


‘True,’ came the unruffled response, ‘but I don’t have to go on sick calls at all hours of the night and you do and that is why I am giving you a curate. You have been playing on my conscience a lot lately.’


‘We can’t afford a curate,’ Father Canty responded testily.


‘We’ll manage,’ the bishop had concluded blithely.


The curate, Father Scanlan, had proved himself to be a hardworking, likeable young man well able to generate income through football tournaments, card-drives, raffles and silver circles. The parishioners might protest about the cost but they quickly became involved in the new activities and were to wonder in the course of time how they had managed to retain their sanity for so long without such diversions. Unfortunately for him Agnes Mallowan saw the new addition as an interloper whose every act seemed calculated to usurp the authority of the ageing parish priest. She felt it her duty to protect her employer. The younger man sensed her hostility but was prepared for it and had been counselled by colleagues in the art of countering it.


‘Play second fiddle to the parish priest,’ he was advised, ‘and she won’t see you as a threat to him.’


In truth, the new curate presented a greater threat to the housekeeper. She knew this from the beginning. When Father Canty retired and retire he must, sooner rather than later, she would find herself unemployed. There would be no place for her in the Old Priests’ Home where elderly parish priests spent their declining years. No lay people were employed on the staff which was made up exclusively of nuns. With care, however, and unremitting attention to Father Canty’s welfare she would see to it that it would be many a year before he relinquished his pastorship. Please God they would sustain each other to the very end. It would not be her fault if his parochial duties were terminated prematurely.


Agnes heaved a great sigh of contentment as she poured the boiling water over the whiskey, lemon, sugar and cloves in the tall glass. The sugar began to melt instantly while the glistening lemon surfaced tantalisingly at the rim.


Agnes Mallowan inhaled the uprising steam and wondered, not for the first time, if she was placing her Confirmation pledge in jeopardy. Always she would reassure herself that there was no harm in steam and that the whiskey content therein was at such a minimum that it must surely be rendered ineffective before infiltrating the nostrils.


Just to be sure that her pledge remained intact she inhaled only once. She might have averted her head but then how would she identify the tiny foreign bodies such as flecks, specks and motes which needed to be extracted from his reverence’s punch before she deemed it worthy for delivery not that he would notice for he always kept his eyes firmly closed as he swallowed.


He drank noisily.


‘There is no satisfaction,’ he would explain, ‘unless I can hear myself drinking. It helps me relish the punch even more.’


From the moment he closed his eyes preparatory to the first swallow he would keep them closed, blindly extending the glass in her general direction, before drawing the coverlet under his chin. She always stood in close attendance while he drank and, upon receipt of the glass, would lower the wick in the shapely globe of the paraffin lamp before blowing out the flame. Then she would withdraw silently, closing the bedroom door behind her. Now, as she gently stirred the amber mixture with a slender spoon before embarking on the upstairs journey, the contentment departed her placid features and was replaced by a frown. It was a frown with which every parishioner in the remote, rambling parish was familiar. Agnes Mallowan was best avoided while the frown was in residence. Otherwise she was good-humoured and tractable. The frown deepened when the front door bell rang for the second time.


‘Let them wait!’ she spoke out loud and ascended the tarpaulin covered stairs. Gently she knocked on the bedroom door.


‘Come!’ the response was immediate.


She stood silently at the bedside while he closed the leather-bound copy of Ivanhoe without marking the page and placed it on the table near the bed. He liked to open the covers of his favourite novels at random and proceed from the beginning of the paragraph which presented itself.


‘It was a quiet Christmas thank God,’ he said as he accepted the punch. He swallowed without closing his eyes and she knew that he had heard the front door bell. He would ask about it. If only she had brought him the punch ten minutes earlier he would be fast asleep and the caller or callers could be fobbed off till morning.


Certain parishioners, especially the more isolated, had a habit of making mountains out of molehills as far as sick calls were concerned.


‘Better go and see who’s at the door Agnes,’ he spoke resignedly, ‘we don’t want to be the cause of sending some poor soul to hell for the want of a priest.’


‘Yes Father. At once Father,’ she answered dutifully. She could truthfully say that never once had she questioned one of his commands in all of her twenty years as his housekeeper. He was a good man. Others had not been so good, other employers after her husband had expired prematurely and left her with four young children, all now safely emigrated to America and corresponding regularly. Her husband had not been a good man nor had her father. Her two brothers had been good men. She remembered them fondly. No need to pray for them. She knew for sure they went straight to heaven when they died. She prayed every night for her husband and her father. God knows they needed prayers if ever a pair needed them.


In the doorway she addressed herself to the two men who stood together sheepishly, one waiting for the other to open the negotiations.


‘Where did ye get the rain?’ she asked coldly, ‘there’s nothing but a bare mist outside.’


‘That’s the thick mist up the mountain missus,’ the taller of the pair informed her.


She looked from one to the other without inviting them in. They wore tattered overcoats but no head-gear. The rain had plastered their scant grey hair to their heads.


‘How did ye come?’ Agnes Mallowan asked.


‘We walked missus,’ from the smaller man.


Agnes recognised him from the way he shuffled his feet. He indulged in the same motions when he stood outside the church on Sundays. From the age of fourteen onwards neither had entered the parish church. They came to church all right but only to stand with their backs to the outside walls while the mass was in progress. She would attest under oath that they never paid Christmas dues nor oats’ money nor any church offerings so that their priest could keep body and soul together and feed and pay his housekeeper and curate. Now, more than likely, they would have somebody sick, so sick, or so they believed, that a priest was required. Her worst fears were realised when the taller asked if the curate was available.


‘You know as well as I do that he’s gone home for Christmas and won’t be back until the day after tomorrow. In fact the whole parish knows it.’


‘Well then,’ from the smaller brother, ‘himself will have to do. Our dada is dying and he needs a priest.’


‘And who decided your dada was dying?’


‘Doctor,’ the taller responded smugly.


‘And when did he have the doctor?’ Agnes, a veteran of rustic interrogation, wasn’t going to allow the parish priest out on such a night till she had confirmed that death was imminent.


‘Two hours ago,’ came the reply.


‘And why didn’t the doctor get in touch with us?’ she asked.


‘’Cos,’ said the other brother, ‘him be gone to the other side of the mountain to deliver a baby and there’s rumours of a man killed when his horse and cart capsized farther on. There’s other calls too.’


‘Ye can bide yeer time out in one of the sheds for a while then,’ the housekeeper informed them, ‘till ’tis a bit closer to morning. Father Canty needs a few hours’ sleep.’


‘Our dada won’t last that long,’ the taller brother placed a leg in the hallway. ‘Him was gasping and us leaving,’ the smaller added, pushing the taller man forward.


‘Mind ye don’t wet my hallway that I polished specially for Christmas,’ Agnes Mallowan countered as she pushed the persistent pair to the outside.


‘Call the priest before we call him!’ The tone of the taller brother’s voice was unmistakably threatening.


‘Who is it Agnes?’ Father Canty called from the upstairs landing.


‘The Maldooney brothers looking for a priest Father.’


‘The Maldooneys of Farrangarry is it?’ Father Canty asked.


‘None other.’ Agnes threw a withering look at the unwelcome visitors.


‘Ask them in for God’s sake. I’ll go tackle the cob.’


‘Let one of these tackle him,’ Agnes called back as she withdrew to allow them access to the kitchen where the parish priest joined them.


‘No,’ he spoke half to himself as he took stock of the dripping brothers, ‘make them a pot of tea. I’ll see to the cob. Light a lantern while you’re at it Agnes.’


Obedient to a fault the cob, stout, firm and round, submitted itself to harness and backed itself docilely between the long slender shafts. Father Canty draped a partially filled oats’ bag around the powerful crest and returned to the kitchen.


The brothers sat amazed as the housekeeper prepared the parish priest for his journey. They were even more amazed when, childlike, he submitted himself to her fussy ministrations which began with the removal of his slippers and their replacement with stout, strong boots and gaiters. She then removed the short coat which he had worn to the stable and placed a heavy woollen scarf around his neck and shoulders. This was followed by a heavy woollen cardigan and a heavier short coat and finally on top of all came a long leather coat which reached all the way down to his ankles. With mouths open the brothers watched in wonder as she placed a wide-rimmed black hat on his balding pate and, finally, handed him the small suitcase which contained the oils, missal and stole. All that remained to be done was the collecting of the sacred host from the tabernacle and here, they were surprised to note, the housekeeper had no role.


‘You’ll find dry sacks in there,’ Father Canty indicated an outhouse. ‘They’ll cover your heads and shoulders.’


They were surprised when he opened the trap door for them. They would not have been dismayed if they had been called upon to walk behind. After three miles of moderately undulating ground they entered the side road which would take them to the Maldooney abode, three-quarters of the way up the mountain. It was a steep climb but not for a single moment did it tax the short-gaited cob. After the first mile when they left the presbytery there was no attempt at conversation. Despite repeated attempts to involve them Father Canty gave up. He found it difficult to stay awake without the stimulus of verbal conversation. He attempted a rosary but there were no responses forthcoming. Thereafter, he prayed silently to himself. He was not unduly worried. The cob had conveyed him safely in the past while he slept and could be depended upon to do so again. When eventually they reached the Maldooney abode some waiting neighbours came forward and took charge of the cob.


The old man lay propped on an ancient iron bed. His breathing was erratic but his eyes opened when he beheld the priest in the faint light of the three spluttering candles, precariously placed especially for the occasion on the mantelpiece, bedpost and windowsill.


‘You’ll hear my last confession Father?’


Father Canty was surprised. The voice was weak and spluttering like the candles but there seemed to be no doubt that he was strong enough to make himself understood.


Two elderly women, shawled and praying, vacated the room the moment the priest bent his head to hear the sins of the dying penitent. The old man went on and on sometimes incoherently but mostly articulate as he recited the sins of a lifetime. He was well prepared for the ultimate shriving. He did not spare himself as the nauseating recall of human folly poured forth. Then suddenly he stopped, gasped and fell into a deep sleep from which, all present were agreed, he would never wake.


The ritual over, Father Canty left the house and entered his transport but not before he turned the bottom and dry side of the trap cushion upward. There was no sign of the brothers. The neighbours could not explain it. One minute they were in the kitchen standing with their backs to the dying fire and the next they were nowhere to be seen.


Agnes was on her feet the moment she heard the hoof-beats at the rear of the presbytery. When she drew the bolt and went outside the animal was standing still. In the trap Father Canty was fast asleep, the rain dripping from his hat. Gently she awakened him and led him indoors. She seated him close to the fire where she had drawn the kitchen table.


‘You’re a life-saver Agnes,’ he spoke with unconcealed fervency as he ravenously spooned the steaming giblet soup into his waiting mouth. She tip-toed from the kitchen and up the stairs. She lit the paraffin lamp and replaced the hot water bottle with another of more immediate vintage. As she silently descended the stairs she met him on his way up. He seemed to be overcome by drowsiness. She allowed a short interval to pass before knocking at the bedroom door.


‘Come,’ came the voice.


‘You have it well-earned,’ she assured him when he expressed doubt about his entitlement to the extra punch. She stood by while he swallowed and took the empty glass when it was extended to her. She quenched the lamp and closed the bedroom door behind her. Rarely did he snore but he snored now. The snores were long and profound. As she passed his bedroom door a short while later the snores were deep and even. She could not believe her ears when the irritating sound of the front door bell shattered the silence.


‘What now?’ she asked as she hurried down the stairs lest the continuous tinkling disturb her master’s slumber.


‘Who’s out in God’s name?’ she called without drawing the bolt.


‘It’s us missus,’ came the unmistakable voice of the taller Maldooney.


Slowly Agnes Mallowan drew the bolt and opened the door.


They stood huddled together as they had on the previous visit. Agnes Mallowan folded her arms and spread her legs across the width of the doorway to prevent access to the hallway. The brothers, dripping wet, looked at each other and then at the housekeeper.


‘State your business,’ she said coldly.


‘We want the priest,’ from the taller brother.


‘Is it to pay him the Christmas dues you want him?’ Agnes asked as the smaller of the pair snuffled and sniffled, sensing that there was to be no tea on this occasion.


‘We want the priest for our father,’ he explained between sniffles, ‘he forgot a sin. ’


‘And you expect Father Canty to get out of his bed and go back up the mountain to Farrangarry because your dada forgot to tell him he wet the bed.’


‘Oh now!’ said the smaller brother, ‘’tis a deal worse than wetting the bed. No one will go to hell for wetting the bed but fornicating will get you there on the double.’


‘Fornicating!’ the housekeeper’s curiosity got the better of her.


‘And who was he fornicating with?’ she asked.


‘Never mind who,’ from the taller brother. ‘It’s enough for you to know that he’ll face the fires of hell on account of he deliberately failing to mention this particular one.’


Agnes found herself in a dilemma. If she called Father Canty the journey to Farrangarry and back could be the death of him. If she didn’t call him and the man died with an unforgiven sin on his soul she would be guilty of sending a soul to hell. She came down in favour of her employer.


‘I’m not calling him,’ she said, and was about to close the door when the smaller man pushed her backwards into the hallway.


‘You call him,’ he shouted angrily.


Agnes stood her ground. Her mission in life was to protect her master. She decided on a change of tack.


‘There’s no fear of your dada,’ she assured them.


‘Without a priest he’s bound for hell,’ the taller brother pushed the smaller forward.


The housekeeper refused to be intimidated. Not an inch of ground did she yield.


‘Didn’t I tell ye there was no fear of him,’ she drew herself upwards and refolded her arms, ‘for don’t it say in the Cathecism that hell is closed for the twelve days of Christmas and anyone who dies during that period goes direct to heaven.’


The brothers exchanged dubious glances.


‘’Tis there in black and white,’ the housekeeper assured them.


The brothers turned their backs on her and consulted in whispers. After several moments they faced her secondly.


‘You’re sure?’ the smaller asked.


‘Why would I say it if it was a lie?’ she countered.


‘Why then,’ the taller brother asked, ‘did the priest come all the way up to the mountain if there was no hell?’


‘Mohammed went to the mountain didn’t he?’ Agnes replied with a straight face, ‘and there was no hell.’


Both brothers shuffled uneasily at this revelation. Comment proved to be beyond them. What she said was irrefutable. Also was she not well placed to be in the know about such matters. She was of the presbytery, therefore of the church and of the inner circle at that. The Catechism had always confounded the Maldooney brothers in their schooldays and this woman was confounding them now.


‘Go on away home,’ she said, ‘and let yeer minds be at ease. If yeer dada is dead his soul is in heaven and if he’s not dead it will be there soon.’


Slowly, sheepishly the brothers backed away from the door. Exhausted she shot the bolts and retired upstairs to the sleep of the just. On the Sunday after Christmas she was delighted to see the brothers in their customary positions outside the church as the holy mass proceeded solemnly within. Sidling up to the smaller of the pair she enquired in a whisper after his father.


‘He’s sitting up,’ came the happy response.


‘He’s eating a bite,’ the taller brother concurred.


‘Well I declare,’ Agnes Mallowan joined her hands together as though she were about to pray.


The smaller brother cleared his throat and permitted himself a toothless smile as he disclosed in reverential whispers, out of respect to his surroundings, that the quickly recovering parent intended presenting himself at Cassidy’s wren-dance on the following Saturday night, a mere six days away. Agnes made a mental note to enquire from one of her many parochial informants about the general goings-on at Cassidy’s wren-dance and about the antics of Maldooney senior in particular.


She admitted her source by the rear door of the presbytery one week later. Maldooney senior had excelled himself, displaying a variety of fancy steps that put younger terpsichoreans to shame. He crowned his display by dancing a hornpipe at the request of a buxom lady from the other end of the parish and astounded all and sundry by enticing her to the well-filled hay shed at the bottom of Cassidy’s haggard where they sojourned rapturously till the dawn’s early light reminded them that it was time to go their separate ways. They promised to meet again while the sons, for better or for worse, did nothing but stand idly by and never once opened their porter-stained mouths to any member of the opposite sex.









A Christmas Visitor


The unique set of circumstances which preceded the arrival of John J. Mulholland merchant tailor into the world deserve to be recorded, at least according to John J. Mulholland.


‘I will,’ he declared as we sat in Mikey Joe’s Irish-American bar in the seaside resort of Ballybunion, ‘offer up a novena of rosaries for your intentions provided you adorn futurity with my peculiar beginnings.’


John J. was never direct when he could be diffuse.


‘My paternal grandfather,’ he began before I could drain my glass and make good my escape, ‘hated Christmas and if he could lay his hands on Santa Claus he would surely dismember him. He used to stuff his ears with cotton wool to shut out the sound of Christmas bells and usen’t he disappear altogether on Christmas Eve, moving off with a day’s provisions at first light and not returning until long after dark.’


‘It’s your face that attracts them,’ a boozing companion had observed earlier in the day when a man I had never seen before shot from a shop door and seized me by both wrists. He was a powerfully built fellow but, alas, a victim of the most excruciating halitosis. He held me fast for several minutes while he recalled the treachery of the wife who had abandoned him without warning for an amorous greengrocer.


John J. Mulholland did not hold me by the wrists but his ample frame overflowed a bar stool between myself and the exit. He was pointing at his neck around which was a crimson weal which might well have been caused by a hangman’s rope.


‘It’s not what you’re thinking,’ he smiled grimly, ‘and if you are patient you shall discover how it came to be where it is.’


I indicated to Mikey Joe that I wanted another whiskey. If I was going to suffer I would do so in comfort. My nemesis had also brought his stool nearer, totally eliminating every means of escape. The whole business had begun with the aforementioned paternal grandfather, one Jacko Mulholland, a trousers’ maker with a tooth for whiskey and a profound hatred of Christmas.


When our tale begins Jacko was a mere thirty years of age. Both parents had died young and from the age of sixteen onwards he was left to fend for himself. Neighbours would explain in their good-natured neighbourly way that a general resentment for all things tender and sentimental had set in shortly after the demise of his father and mother.


‘Say nothing to him about Christmas,’ they would advise strangers who had no way of knowing about his bereavement, ‘and whatever you do, do not wish him the compliments of the season.’


As is the way with neighbours they were patient with him when he reacted viciously to the least mention of the Yuletide season. They told themselves that his grief would diminish with the passage of time and they would regularly trot out the old adages; time is a great healer and the years cure everything and so forth and so on but they were disappointed when, after fourteen of those very same years, he persisted in ignoring the arrival of Christmas.


His kitchen windowsills and his mantelpiece were bare. None of the accumulation of Christmas cards so evident in the houses of his neighbours were to be seen in the Mulholland home. When a card arrived from a friend or relative he immediately consigned it to flame in the Stanley number eight.


‘How dare they!’ he would mutter to himself before returning to the stitching of the rough and ready trousers in which he specialised. Sometimes he thought of Mary Moles who lived just down the street and who was still unattached although she need not be for she was a trim cut of a girl with pleasant features and a virtuous name. She could have been his. All he had to do was ask. It had been understood. Their names had been linked since he started to pay her court but she grew tired of his moods and his own attitude hardened the longer the rift between them lasted. She would not marry another and neither would he but they cherished each other no longer. Concerned neighbours shook their heads at the woeful waste of it all. The entire street felt the pain of it and the entire street prayed that it would come right in the end.


‘They’ll be too old soon,’ one old woman said at which another and then many others nodded sagely and concurred. In time the situation came to be accepted and the affair became part of the history of the street.


At this stage in the proceedings John J. Mulholland excused himself on the grounds that he had to visit the toilet. I could have vacated the scene there and then but I was hooked as indeed was my genial friend Mikey Joe. We spoke in undertones lest our voices carry to the toilet. Mikey Joe confided that he had long believed, as I did, that the disfiguring weal around John J.’s neck was caused by a hangman’s noose but now we both knew better and hoped to be enlightened as to the true origins of the unprepossessing blemish before we were much older.


When John J. returned he resumed his position on the stool, swallowed from his glass and cleared his throat. We presumed foolishly that the clearing was the prelude to the remaining disclosures but not a solitary word was forthcoming. It was as though he had suddenly taken a vow of silence. Mikey Joe was first to get the message.


‘Finish that,’ he indicated John J.’s almost empty glass. As soon as the refill was placed in his hand John J. cleared his throat a second time, sniffed the whiskey, frowned, pondered, approved and sipped. He proceeded with his tale.


Apparently his grandfather Jacko was not above taking a drink now and then in the privacy of his kitchen. He always drank alone. On the morning of Christmas Eve he betook himself to the woods which surrounded the town and did not return till dark. He took with him the usual provisions and spent the day observing coot and heron as well as mallard and diver. He would have fished had the season been open. He listened without appreciation to the wide variety of songbirds who poured forth their tiny hearts as though they knew of the great celebration that was at hand. When Jacko came to the river he sat on an oak stump and, not for the first time, considered the dismal solution the depths below offered. As always he dismissed the thought but he would have to admit that the temptation grew stronger as the years went by.


A shiver went through him when he imagined his lifeless body laid out on a slab in the local morgue where he had once seen the decaying remains of a boy who had accidentally drowned some years before.


‘I haven’t the courage.’ He spoke the words out loud and no sooner had they departed his lips than a hunting stoat wriggled its way urgently upwards from a small declivity at his feet before disappearing into the undergrowth.


He rose quickly, his dreary reverie suspended yet again. Shortly afterwards dusk began to infiltrate the woodlands. The face of the river darkened. Overhead the stars began to twinkle. The moon brightened as the sun dipped beneath the tree-tops to the west. From the depths of the woods came the unmistakable sounds of rooting badgers, heedless now that the evening shadows were merging into one.


Jacko Mulholland gathered himself and followed the river bank towards the lights of the town. A bell rang sweetly, its sacred tones carrying far up the placid river. Jacko Mulholland thrust his fingers into his ears and stood stock still. He would wait until the infernal pealing came to an end.


As he left the wood and entered the town the dark in all its fullness had fallen. In the kitchen of his silent home he stoked the range fire which he had earlier packed carefully with wet turf sods as well as dry to ensure its survival until his return. He lit the paraffin lamp and looked at the calendar which hung nearby. He took a pencil from the windowsill and crossed out the offending date, 24 December 1922. A few days now and the whole fraud would be over, the entire shambles brushed aside to make way for the new year. He decided to postpone his supper till nearer bedtime. Anyway he had eaten his fill in the woodlands before the arrival of dusk. He added several small dry sods to the fire and sat in the ancient walnut rocking-chair which had been in use since his great-grandfather’s time and which was the nearest thing to a family heirloom one would find if one searched every house in the street.


There was a long night ahead. It would be the longest in the fourteen years since the disaster if normal progression was anything to go by. He rocked for a while in the vain hope that slumber would come. He knew in advance that it would be a futile bid. He rose and added some larger sods to the fire. Then from the recesses of the cupboard he withdrew a bottle of whiskey. He had purchased it in a nearby village after a football game to which he had cycled in late November with carrier bag attached for no other purpose. He shook the bottle thoroughly before uncorking. He stood it on the deal table for several minutes while he went in search of a glass. There was one somewhere, only one. He knew it wasn’t in the cupboard. The people of the street kept their glasses, few as they were, in sideboards. Those who were not possessed of sideboards wrapped them carefully in old newspapers and arranged them loosely in a cardboard box which was always kept for safety under the parental bed.


He found himself searching the sideboard in the small sitting-room attached to the kitchen. Eventually he found the upturned glass under a tea cosy. He could not recall how it came to be there. He returned to the rocking-chair and stretched a hand as far as the whiskey bottle. He poured the contents into the four-ounce glass until it was brimful. He sipped, spluttered and coughed. It was always like that, he recalled, with the first drop unless one was partial to whiskey diluted by water. In the street the menfolk never mixed spirits and water. When the whiskey was swallowed it was all right to swallow a mouthful of water after a decent interval but to mix it in the glass was regarded as far less edifying than the pure drop.


He placed the glass on the table next to the bottle and removed the mud-covered boots. He would clean them in the morning. Nobody could clean and polish boots like his late lamented mother. Nobody could untie lace knots like her. He used to call her his knot-ripper-in-chief. He recalled how his father had laughed loud and long when the title was first conferred. Ah those had been happy days!


The tears flowed down Jacko Mulholland’s face, remembering his father and himself squatting on the workbench, his mother attentive and obedient to their wants. It was she who delivered the finished trousers when, for one reason or another, the customer failed to call. She never came back empty-handed. When she returned without the money she always brought the trousers home. She never extended credit. Sooner or later she would get her money. Alterations were child’s play to her.


Jacko extended a hand for the bottle and refilled his glass. He could not bring himself to resurrect past Christmases. The memories were too painful. He found a block of cheddar in the cupboard and cut himself a slice. His thoughts turned to Mary Moles as they did at the same time every year. He wondered if he would be any happier if he had taken her for a wife. Too late now. He had seen the grey hairs on her head and the puckered face of her through his window as she passed up and down. Hers was a stately walk. She would have to be granted that. Never looking to left or right she moved with the grace of a swan. It was her natural gait. Everybody in the street would agree that she was one unflappable female, maybe a mite too steady and maybe a trifle too demure and maybe somewhat conservative but she was the kind of girl one could present anywhere. Certain people in other streets considered her dull but this assessment had to be based on ignorance. Her true worth was known only to her neighbours and they would swear in any court in the land that Mary Moles had a touch of class and they would also swear that class was what really mattered in the long run.


She lived with her father, a cantankerous old man, a martyr to lumbago and catarrh, who chided his only child day in day out. His wife, or so the neighbours maintained, had simply given up the ghost having been subjected to twenty years of withering criticism, all undeserved. The only respite she enjoyed was when she visited the church. Who could blame her if she spent as much time as possible in its hallowed precincts, kneeling and praying and savouring the blessed silence no end.


Jacko Mulholland surveyed the glowing fire. If it held together without collapsing it should last till bedtime. Next he surveyed the whiskey bottle and was pleased to see that more than half of its contents remained. There is nothing as consoling or sustaining to the half-drunken imbiber as the presence of a whiskey bottle more full than it is empty. It is as comforting as hidden battalions are to a field commander whose forces have been decimated by a succession of foolhardy charges. It is akin to the feelings of a man who, upon waking in the morning, expects to be confronted by rain and storm but instead finds the sun shining through his window.


Jacko Mulholland refilled his glass and swallowed copiously, gasping for breath as the amber liquid set fire to his innards. Then he began to sob as he recalled other days – his mother’s voice in the morning as she prepared breakfast, her gentle singing of the ancient songs, her lilting of dance tunes, hornpipe, jig and reel, her dulcet call from the foot of the stairs; fishing with his father and the delight when one or the other hooked a trout, sitting in the lamplight late at night watching his father tying flies. The sobbing became uncontrollable. Nobody heard for such was the extent of the celebrations in the neighbouring houses that no external sound had the power to penetrate the old stone walls. It was the same in every other house on the street save that of old Mick Moles and his daughter Mary. They sat silently at either side of the hearth. Sometimes he would call upon God to relieve his aches and other times he would call on the Blessed Virgin but if they heard they failed to bring him relief so that he rounded on his daughter before going to bed, falsely accusing her of concocting watery tea and burning his toast.


Jacko Mulholland was now at that stage of drunkenness where the victim starts to natter to himself, grinding his teeth as he recalls all the injustices he has suffered since first entering the world. He turned his attention to the whiskey bottle and, blurred though his vision had become, he was sorry to note that more than two-thirds of its contents had been consumed. He mourned its passing with a series of deep sighs and tedious lamentations after which his head began to droop. Vainly he strove to restrain the slumber which seemed set to overpower him but he was a poor match for its stupefying subtlety. Soon he was snoring.


There are few snores with the depth and resonance of whiskey snores. They rebounded from the walls and filled the kitchen to overflowing. The only danger to the whiskey snorer is that, more often than not, his slumber is disrupted by one of his own creations. In this instance it was another sound which infiltrated Jacko Mulholland’s malt-induced insensibility. At first he stirred irritably, grimaced and then groaned before opening bleary eyes. The first object to catch his eye was the mantelpiece clock. The hands indicated that he had slept for several hours. There was that annoying noise again. It sounded as if somebody was knocking at the front door but who could be knocking at twenty past one in the morning? He decided to ignore it.


From time to time over the years he would be roused from his slumbers early on the mornings of religious festivals and football matches by agricultural labourers who would have specially commissioned new pairs of trousers for such occasions. He never minded, provided payment was forthcoming, but this was different. Twenty minutes past one on the morning of Christmas was downright uncivil to say the least. He decided to ignore it, certain that the knocker would become discouraged after a while. He reached out his hand for the whiskey bottle. This time he dispensed with the glass and lifted the jowl to his lips. The whiskey bubbled and gurgled as he upended the bottle. Just at that moment the knocking started again. He lowered the bottle and placed it on the table. The knocking persisted. He had never been subjected to anything quite like it and yet it wasn’t loud nor was it sharp and still it grated to such a degree that he was obliged to place a finger in either ear. Normally this would succeed in at least diminishing the sound but not in this instance for the harder he pressed his fingers into the well-waxed canals the more piercing the knocking became. Perplexed he withdrew his fingers. Reluctantly he moved towards the door. He did not open it at once. He peered through the curtains of the sitting-room window in the hope of catching a glimpse of the knocker. There was nothing to be seen.


He climbed the stairs and entered the front bedroom. He looked down on to the street but there was nothing. Indeed, from his vantage point which afforded an unrestricted view of the entire street, there wasn’t a solitary soul to be seen. All the sounds of revelry had long since abated and nothing stirred. The roadway was still wet after a heavy shower which had fallen while Jacko slept. A blissful calm had followed. Then came another bout of the nerve-shattering knocking. Silently he opened the window and, leaning out, peered downward. There was nothing. He withdrew but no sooner had he closed the window than the knocking commenced once more. He rushed downstairs and opened the door. Standing before him was a small boy who could not have exceeded seven or eight years in age. The youngster was impeccably dressed, shining white shoes, a snow-white shirt and red vermilion necktie, a double-breasted navy blue suit and a cream-coloured felt hat which he lifted respectfully from his immaculately slicked head as soon as Jacko Mulholland opened the door. On the child’s face was an angelic smile. He was about to speak when Jacko seized him round the throat with his right thumb and index finger.


‘Are you a lorgadawn or what!’ Jacko roared as he tightened the grip on the pale, slender throat so easily encircled by the powerful fingers, stronger than any in the street from constant stitching, knotting and threading. The boy wriggled in his grasp, unable to answer.


‘Are you a lorgadawn!’ Jacko shouted a second time.


All the boy could do was shake his head but even this proved difficult. The pressure from the long, thin fingers was overpowering. Coarse and calloused they cut into his neck. Then suddenly Jacko let go. The boy gingerly felt his throat where the fingers had lingered for so long.


‘Who in God’s name are you?’ Jacko asked gruffly but with none of the fury which accompanied his first question.


‘I’ll tell you who I am if you promise to keep calm,’ the boy replied.


‘You have my promise,’ came the assurance from Jacko.


‘I am your grandson,’ the boy informed him.


‘My what?’ Jacko roared.


‘See,’ said the boy, ‘you’re breaking your promise already. You promised you’d keep calm,’ the boy replied.


‘Is this some kind of joke boy?’ Jacko asked fiercely and would have seized him again had not the visitor lifted his hand and announced solemnly that beyond any shadow of doubt he was indeed his grandson.


‘But how can that be?’ Jack asked. ‘I am only thirty years of age and I was never married. In fact I was never with anyone but the one woman and I never put a hand above her knee.’


‘The fact remains,’ the boy was adamant, ‘that I am your grandson John J. Mulholland.’


‘I am also John J. Mulholland,’ Jacko informed him, ‘but they call me Jacko.’


‘I should, of course, have said,’ the visitor was apologetic now, ‘that I will be your grandson in the course of time. Strictly speaking I am not your grandson right now. What you see before you is an unborn presence which will arrive into this world on a date yet to be decided.’


‘Oh,’ said Jacko Mulholland impressed by the boy’s forthrightness, ‘I see. I see. Would you like to step inside?’


‘I cannot do that,’ came the polite reply, ‘but thank you all the same.’


Jacko suddenly knelt down and took the boy’s hands gently in his.


‘And to think,’ he chided himself tearfully, ‘I treated you so roughly and you my very own grandson, my flesh and blood.’


‘Don’t blame yourself,’ young John J. Mulholland’s tone held a wealth of tenderness, ‘how could you know who I was until I told you?’


At this juncture he helped Jacko to his feet.


‘There are certain conditions to be fulfilled,’ he warned, ‘before all this comes to pass.’


‘I’ll play my part.’ Jacko spoke fervently, the tears coursing down his dishevelled face.


‘Know one thing now for certain,’ he said, ‘and that is your grandfather won’t be found wanting no matter what the score.’


‘First you must marry,’ young John J. insisted, ‘and, which is more, if all the heavenly calculations are to be accurately realised, you will go to the altar with your bride in six months’ time to the very day.’


‘My bride!’ Jacko asked. ‘Who is she to be?’


‘My grandmother, of course,’ came the emphatic response.


‘Yes. Yes,’ Jacko entreated, ‘but her name. Tell me her name.’


‘Her name,’ said young John J., ‘is Mary Moles.’


‘Yes. Yes,’ Jacko promised slobberingly. ‘I’ll face her at first light and propose.’


‘Now,’ said young John J., ‘I must leave you. I have a long journey and further delay could be fatal.’


‘Will I see you again?’ Jacko Mulholland asked plaintively.


‘Of course you will,’ came the positive response. ‘You will teach me how to fish and how to tie flies like a true grandfather.’


‘And,’ Jacko paused before posing the next question, ‘will I have much time with you?’


‘Oh yes,’ came the heart-lifting assurance, ‘you will see me to the very threshold of manhood and when your job is done you will depart this worldly scene for the happier climes of heaven at the great age of eighty-four years. Now I must bid you farewell.’


So saying young John J. took his future grandfather’s hand and kissed it gently. Then he was gone.


The street was empty but it was no longer desolate. Lights were coming on in the houses and there was the sound of a baby crying for its morning milk. There were other sounds, laughter and song snatches and the crowing of roosters and there were odours, the tantalising aroma of frying rashers, the age-old smell of turf and timber smoke and the salty tang of the distant sea in the rising breeze.


Like all lonely men Jacko Mulholland adored the morning. He regarded it as the fairest of all the day’s times, unsullied and pure, ever adorning and gilding. A whistling milkman cycled past, his gallons rattling from either handle-bar.


‘A happy Christmas to you Jacko,’ he called and redoubled his pedalling.


‘And the same to you Eddie,’ Jacko Mulholland shouted in his wake.


Later, after he had shaved and breakfasted, Jacko closed the front door behind him. The earliest of the Christmas morning mass-goers were abroad, mostly elderly, fearful of being without a seat in the crowded church. Their reactions were mixed when Jacko, taciturn for fourteen years, extended the compliments of the season. Some responded instantly while others were so overcome by shock and surprise that words failed them.


‘It’s you is it?’ Mary Moles valiantly strove to hide her surprise when she opened the door and saw him standing there. He followed her into the kitchen where her aged parent sat at the head of the table spooning porridge into a toothless mouth. Between spoonfuls he protested, in undertones, about the perfidy of humanity, indicting females in particular. His mouth opened wordlessly when he beheld Jacko Mulholland. It opened still wider when without warning of any kind Mary Moles found her upper body imprisoned in the arms of her one-time suitor. She protested not nor did she yield an inch of ground. Rather did she place her soft hands at the back of his neck and respond with all the vigour she could muster.


Six months later they were married and they lived happily ever after apart from a spirited row now and then which only served to enliven the relationship.


Thus ends John J. Mulholland’s tale. It was told to him by his grandfather not long before the old man passed away at the ripe old age of eighty-four.


‘As for me,’ John J. eased himself from his stool and handed his empty glass to Mikey Joe, ‘I don’t remember having hand, act or part in the proceedings.’


He moved to the life-sized mirror near the doorway, examined his reflection carefully and at length. He gingerly traced the finger-thin red weal, the origins of which, according to John J. Mulholland, had baffled the world’s leading dermatologists since he was first referred to them by the family doctor at the tender age of eight!









The Curriculum Vitae


Fred Spellacy would always remember the Christmas he spent as a pariah, not for the gloom and isolation it brought him nor for the abuse. He would remember it as a period of unprecedented decision-making which had improved his lot in the long term.


Fred Spellacy believed in Christmas. Man and boy it had fulfilled him and for this he was truly grateful. Of late his Christmases had been less happy but he would persevere with his belief, safe in the knowledge that Christmas would never really let him down.


‘Auxiliary Postman Required’. The advertisement, not so prominently displayed on the window of the sub post office, captured Dolly Hallon’s attention. Postmen are nice, Dolly thought, and they’re kind and, more importantly, everybody respects them. In her mind’s eye she saw her father with his postbag slung behind him, his postman’s cap tilted rakishly at the side of his head, a smile on his face as he saluted all and sundry on his way down the street.


If ever a postmaster, sub or otherwise, belied his imperious title that man was Fred Spellacy. It could be fairly said that he was the very essence of deferentiality. He was also an abuse-absorber. When things went wrong his superiors made him into a scapegoat, his customers rounded on him, his wife upbraided him, his in-laws chided him. His assistant Miss Finnerty clocked reproachfully as though she were a hen whose egg-laying had been precipitately disrupted. She reserved all her clocking for Fred. She never clocked at Fred’s wife but then nobody did.


‘Yes child?’ Fred Spellacy asked gently.


‘It’s the postman’s job sir.’


Fred Spellacy nodded, noted the pale, ingenuous face, the threadbare clothes.


‘What age are you?’ he asked gently.


‘Eleven,’ came the reply, ‘but it’s not for me. It’s for my father.’


‘Oh!’ said Fred Spellacy.


Dolly Hallon thought she detected a smile. Just in case, she forced one in return.


‘What’s his name, age and address child?’


‘His name is Tom Hallon,’ Dolly Hallon replied. ‘His age is thirty-seven and his address is Hog Lane.’


Fred Spellacy scribbled the information onto a jotter which hung by a cord from the counter. He knew Tom Hallon well enough. Not a ne’er-do-well by any means, used to work in the mill before it closed. He recalled having heard somewhere that the Hallons were honest. Honest! Some people had no choice but to be honest while others didn’t have the opportunity to be dishonest.


‘Can he read and write?’


‘Oh yes,’ Dolly assured him. ‘He reads the paper every day when Mister Draper next door is done with it. He can write too! He writes to his sister in America.’


‘And Irish? Has he Irish?’


‘Oh yes,’ came the assured response from the eleven year old. ‘He reads my school books. He has nothing else to do!’


‘Well Miss Hallon here’s what you must get your father to do. Get him to apply for the job and enclose a reference from someone in authority such as the parish priest or one of the teachers. I don’t suppose he has a curriculum vitae!’


‘What’s that?’ Dolly Hallon asked, her aspirations unexpectedly imperilled.


‘The jobs he’s had, his qualifications ...’


Fred Spellacy paused as he endeavoured to find words which might simplify the vacant position’s requirements.


‘Just get him to put down the things he’s good at and don’t delay. The position must be filled by noon tomorrow. Christmas is on top of us and the letters are mounting up.’


Dolly Hallon nodded her understanding and hurried homewards.


Fred Spellacy was weary. It was a weariness imposed, not by the demands of his job but by the demands of his wife and by the countless recommendations made to him on behalf of the applicants for the vacant position. Fred Spellacy’s was a childless family but there was never a dull moment with Fred’s wife Alannah always on the offensive and Fred the opposite.


Earlier that day he had unwittingly made a promise to one of the two local TDs that he would do all within his power for the fellow’s nominee. Moments later the phone rang. It was the other TD. Fred had no choice but to make the same promise.


‘Don’t forget who put you there in the first place!’ the latter had reminded him.


Worse was to follow. The reverend mother from the local convent had called, earnestly beseeching him not to forget her nominee, a genuine vessel of immaculacy who was, she assured him, the most devout Catholic in the parish. Hot on her heels came others of influence, shopkeepers, teachers and even a member of the civic guards, all pressed into service by desperate job-seekers who would resort to anything to secure the position. Even the pub next door, which had always been a sanctum sanctorum, was out of bounds. The proprietor, none more convivial or more generous, had poured him a double dollop of Power’s Gold Label before entreating him to remember one of his regulars, a man of impeccable character, unparalleled integrity, unbelievable scholarship and, to crown all, one of the lads as well!


‘Come in here!’ There was no mistaking the irritation in his wife’s voice. She pointed to a chair in the tiny kitchen.


‘Sit down there boy!’ She turned her back on him while she lit a cigarette. Contemptuously she exhaled, revelling in the dragonish jets issuing from both nostrils.


Fred sat with bent head, a submissive figure. He dared not even cross his legs. He did not dare to tell her that there were customers waiting, that the queue at the counter was lengthening. He knew that a single word could result in a blistering barrage.


‘Melody O’Dea,’ she opened, ‘is one of my dearest friends.’


Her tone suggested that the meek man who sat facing her would grievously mutilate the woman in question given the slightest opportunity.


Again she drew upon the cigarette. A spasm of coughing followed. She looked at Fred as though he had brought it about.


‘Her char’s husband Mick hasn’t worked for three years.’


Alannah Spellacy proceeded in a tone unused to interference, ‘so you’ll see to it that he gets the job!’


She rose, cigarette in mouth, and drew her coat about her.


‘I’ll go down now,’ she announced triumphantly, ‘and tell Melody the good news!’


When Tom Hallon reported for work at the sub post office at noon the following day Alannah Spellacy was so overcome with shock that she was unable to register a single protest. When Tom Hallon donned the postman’s cap, at least a size too large, she disintegrated altogether and had to be helped upstairs, still speechless, by her husband and Miss Finnerty. There she would remain throughout the Christmas, her voice fully restored and to be heard reverberating all over the house until she surprisingly changed her tune shortly after Christmas when it occurred to her that the meek were no longer meek and must needs be cossetted.


Alannah had come to the conclusion that she had pushed her husband as far as he would be pushed. Others would come to the same realisation in due course. Late in his days, but not too late, Fred Spellacy the puppet would be replaced by a resolute, more independent Fred.


Fred had agonised all through the previous night over the appointment. In the beginning he had formed the opinion that it would be in his best interest to appoint the applicant with the most powerful patron but unknown to him the seeds of revolt had been stirring in his subconscious for years. Dolly Hallon had merely been the catalyst.


Fred had grown weary of being told what to do and what not to do. The crisis had been reached shortly after Dolly had walked out the door of the post office.


That night, as he pondered the merits of the score or so applicants, he eventually settled on a shortlist of four. These were the nominees of the two TDs, his wife’s nominee and the rank outsider, Tom Hallon, of Hog Lane.


He had once read that the ancient Persians never made a major judgement without a second trial. They judged first when they were drunk and they judged secondly when they were sober. As he left the post office Fred had already made up his mind. He by-passed his local and opted instead for the privacy of a secluded snug in a quiet pub which had seen better days. After his third whiskey and chaser of bottled stout he was assumed into that piquant if temporary state which only immoderate consumption of alcohol can induce.


From his inside pocket he withdrew Tom Hallon’s curriculum vitae and read it for the second time. Written on a lined page neatly extracted from a school exercise book it was clearly the work of his daughter Dolly. The spelling was correct but the accomplishments were few. He had worked in the mill but nowhere else. He had lost his job through no fault of his own. Thus far it could have been the story of any unemployed man within a radius of three miles but then the similarities ended for it was revealed that Tom Hallon had successfully played the role of Santa Claus for as long as Dolly could remember. While the gifts he delivered were home-made and lacking in craftsmanship his arrival had brought happiness unbounded to the Hallon family and to the several other poverty-stricken families in Hog Lane.


‘Surely,’ Fred addressed himself in the privacy of the snug, ‘if this man can play the role of Santa Claus then so can I. If he can bear gifts I can bear gifts.’


He rose and buttoned his coat. He pulled up his socks and finished his stout before proceeding unsteadily but resolutely towards the abode of Dolly Hallon in Hog Lane.


He had been prepared, although not fully, for the repercussions. The unsuccessful applicants, their families, friends and handlers, all made their dissatisfaction clear in the run-up to Christmas. They had cast doubts upon his integrity and ancestry in language so malevolent and scurrilous that he was beyond blushing by the time all had had their say.


One man had to be physically restrained and the wife of another had spat into his face. He might not have endured the sustained barrage at all but for one redeeming incident. It wanted but three days for Christmas. A long queue had formed at the post office counter, many of its participants hostile, the remainder impatient.


From upstairs came the woebegone cronawning of his obstructive spouse and when the cronawning ceased there came, down the stairs, shower after shower of the most bitter recriminations, sharper and more piercing than driving hail. He was very nearly at the end of his tether.


‘Yes!’ he asked of the beaming face which now stood at the head of the ever-lengthening queue. There was no request for stamps nor was there a parcel to be posted. Dolly Hallon just stood there, her pale face transformed by the most angelic and pleasing of smiles. She uttered not a single word but her gratitude beamed from her radiant countenance.


Fred Spellacy felt as though he had been included in the communion of saints. His cares vanished. His heart soared. Then, impassively, she winked at him. Fred Spellacy produced a handkerchief and loudly blew his nose.









The Miracle of Ballybradawn


The village of Ballybradawn sits comfortably and compactly atop a twenty-foot-high plateau overlooking the Bradawn River. The Bradawn rises in the hills of North Cork but enters the Atlantic in North Kerry. The village with its one thousand souls lies half-way between sea and source.


In the early spring the salmon run upwards from the sea to the spawning beds, silent and silvery, shimmering and shapely. It is a most hazardous journey. Survivors are few. Man is the major enemy.


Our tale begins in the year of our Lord 1953, a climacteric span which saw the demise of Stalin, the flight of the Shah, the inauguration of Eisenhower and the conquest of Everest.


Not to be outdone, Ballybradawn was to witness its own breathtaking phenomenon shortly before Christmas of the year in question.


The spring and summer of the said year had been extremely disappointing seasons for local and visiting anglers. For some reason best known to themselves the dense schools of celebrated salmo salar, princes of the Atlantic, had failed to appear as had been their wont for generations. They had arrived all right but in pitifully small numbers. There was intense speculation as to what calamity might have befallen the missing fish and there was widespread belief that full compensation might be expected early during the following spring because that was the way with nature. She was known to be bountiful in the wake of insufficiency.


Indeed there were whispers from the middle of December onwards that spring fish had been sighted in the estuary. Experienced drift-net fishermen, not given to fishy tales, would bear witness to the fact that the fulsome visitors were present in considerable strength in the wide expanse where the Bradawn joined the sea.


Doubting Thomases might insist that these were spent fish on their way downwards from the spawning beds but proof to the contrary had been incontrovertible. When a spring fish plopped back into the water after a jump from its natural domain it did so with a resounding smack followed by a noisy splash which could be heard for long distances. The spent fish, on the other hand, subsided in a minor eddy on his return from a despairing leap. The resultant sound was nearly always indistinguishable from the natural noises of the river.


There were other signs to indicate the presence of spring fish. The seal population had quadrupled in the estuary and its salty precincts and, emboldened by the prospect of a fresh salmon diet, had made unprecedented incursions beyond the tidal reaches of the Bradawn where the terrified salmon sought refuge in the shallows beneath gravel banks and overhanging foliage. Here, alas, were otters who would have no misgivings about sinking sharp teeth into the living, succulent flesh of the unwary refugees from the estuary.


Further on would be poachers armed with gaffs, illegal nets, clowns’ caps, cages, triple-hooked stroke-hauls, poisons, explosives and many other deadly devices and ruses, all aimed at terminating prematurely the brief life of salmo salar.


For most fish it was a one-way journey fraught with peril from beginning to end. Conservators would say that it was nothing short of a miracle that any salmon at all managed to spawn and that the species itself had survived for so long.


When word went abroad in the village of Ballybradawn that a number of spring salmon were showing in the river before their time there was great excitement among the poaching fraternity. From morn till night they would discuss ways and means of supplementing their Christmas fare with the delicious flesh of an illicitly taken salmon. Mouths watered all through their conversations as the many methods of cooking this prize product of the Bradawn River were recounted. Plans were made but none saw fruition because of the vigilance of the local water-keepers who patrolled the river day and night. All known poachers were trailed as they indulged in seemingly innocuous walks along the riverside. Towards the afternoon of Christmas Eve a man by the name of Ned Muddle chanced to be standing at one of the village’s more prominent corners when he was approached by a friend who informed him about the premature arrivals. Ned expressed doubts about the veracity of his friend’s information.


‘It’s true!’ that worthy assured him.


‘But how come?’ Ned Muddle asked.


‘Some say seals,’ said his informant, ‘while others maintain that it’s merely an error of judgment on the part of the salmon.’


A lengthy silence ensued while Ned digested the theories put forward by his friend. Ned was greatly addicted to salmon and if presented with a plate of it would not question its origins or the way it was cooked or the manner in which it was served.


Salmon, alas, were expensive and when Ned fancied fish his longings, of necessity, would generally be catered for by either herring or mackerel. Ned Muddle moved to the other side of the corner. His friend followed suit. They rested their backs against the wall while the friend held forth about the numbers and quality of the salmon which had presented themselves before their time and pointed out too how early fish fetched phenomenal prices in the country’s fish markets and even a solitary kill was an assurance of drinking money for days on end.


‘Yes. Yes,’ Ned announced with some impatience, ‘but what’s all this to me?’


‘What’s it to you?’ his friend expostulated incredulously.


‘Why man dear,’ he went on in a more mollifying tone, ‘I would have thought it applied more to you than to any man.’


‘Why is that?’ asked an increasingly puzzled Ned.


‘Don’t you see?’ said his friend, now facing him directly as he drove home his point, ‘you are a handyman, probably the best handyman in Ballybradawn and maybe, just maybe, the greatest handyman in the country.’


Ned frowned and then smiled as he wondered if he might indeed be such a handyman, might just about be the greatest handyman in the country, the world!


‘All right!’ he conceded gruffly, only barely managing to conceal his pleasure, ‘so I’m a handyman but what’s a handyman got to do with there being salmon in the river?’


‘Only a skilled handyman could make a wire cage to trap these salmon. Any ordinary handyman just couldn’t do it. He would have to be the best. He would have made wire cages before this. He would have trapped salmon before this!’


‘Before he went to jail you mean,’ Ned Muddle suggested with a wry laugh.


The villagers of Ballybradawn would remember, but not if they were asked, when Ned Muddle went to jail and for how long and why. It had happened ten years before. He had received a three-month sentence. He had been convicted of poaching or, to be more specific, of being found in possession of explosive substances on the river bank for the express purpose of blowing the souls, if any, of the river’s inhabitants to Kingdom Come and their filleted bodies to the empty larders of Ned Muddle and his wanton fellow poachers.


There had been a fine-related option but neither Ned nor his henchmen were in a position to avail of it since they were not possessed of the requisite funds. Neither were their friends, neighbours or relations so that they had nowhere to turn except to their long-suffering in-laws who would be seen as the ultimate natural redress in such contingencies except, of course, by the in-laws themselves. The in-laws, alas for the convicted poachers, insisted that they had already pledged and paid far in excess of what might be reasonably expected of them. Ned and his accomplices served the full term.


The two friends moved away from the corner. They found themselves heading towards the cliffs which afforded a commanding view of the widest and deepest pool along the entire river. They stood with hands in pockets, their experienced eyes searching the still surface for tell-tale signs.


Minutes passed, then a quarter-hour but still they stood their ground. Then it happened! A gleaming salmon, unmistakably fresh, powered itself out of the pool’s centre and disappeared, almost instantly, with a mighty splash which shattered the surface of the deep pool, dispensing wavelets and ripples to both banks.


The friends withdrew their hands from their pockets and exchanged knowing glances. Words would have been superfluous and since seasoned poachers are men of few words to begin with, they hastened back to their favourite corner without the exchange of as much as a solitary syllable on the way.


‘I have the makings of a cage in my back shed. ’Tis there, ready and waiting for a man of genius like yourself!’


Ned Muddle was flattered. He was not a well-loved person in the community. He was nasty to his wife and children. He was mean and he was dishonest so that words of praise rarely came his way.


In addition to being shifty, cowardly and unreliable, he had not been inside the door of the parish church, or any other church for fifteen years, since his wedding in fact, a sacrament in which he reluctantly participated and in which he might not have collaborated at all had it not been for the insistence of his in-laws-to-be who simply intimated that they would blow his brains out with a double-barrelled gun if he did not present himself at the church at the appointed time.


Despite entreaties from the parish priest and numerous curates as well as visiting missioners and pious lay people Ned Muddle steadfastly refused to conform. His neighbours would cheerfully forgive him all his other transgressions but they balked at the irreligious.


‘I’ll do it,’ Ned announced more to himself than to his friend whose name happened to be Fred. In less than two hours they assembled the cage. Fred stood back to survey the handiwork in which he had played no more than a token part.


‘’Tis a work of art,’ he announced, ‘the village of Ballybradawn can be proud of you. Sure there’s no self-respecting salmon would ignore it.’


Ned Muddle permitted himself a rare smile. Cage-making was his true metier. Even his arch-enemies the waterkeepers would concede without begrudgery that he was the best. Fred lifted the cage and bore it indoors to the bedroom which he shared with his wife. There he lovingly laid it on the large double bed which dominated the room. All that was now required was to wait until nightfall before setting out for the river where they would obstruct its flow and the passage of its denizens by constructing a low stone-built rampart from one bank to the other, leaving a gap in the middle where a strong but narrow current would attract the upgoing salmon. In this gap they would place the illegal cage which was designed to admit foolhardy fish but not to allow them egress. Large flat stones would be laid along its bottom to add weight to the structure. Otherwise, because of its lightweight composition, it would shift easily with the force of the concentrated flow.


Ned was a taciturn fellow of few words at the best of times unless, of course, he was berating his wife and family. His friend Fred, fortunately for their enterprise, eschewed conversation too except when it was absolutely necessary. Fred’s wife, alas, was the opposite, a most congenial creature who, if afforded the opportunity, would spend hours at a time conversing with friends and neighbours and, when neither was available, with total strangers willing to pass the time of day. She was a woman without malice and even Fred, who rarely paid heed to her harmless narratives, would be the first to concede that his wife was incapable of misrepresentation or character assassination.


As was her wont every evening after supper, she made her way to the parish church where others like her and a small number of elderly males attended evening devotions. On the way home the good woman could not resist the waylaying of a neighbour to whom she secretly conveyed all the details of her husband’s forthcoming expedition with his friend Ned Muddle.


‘I know,’ Fred’s wife entreated her companion, ‘that you won’t breathe a word to a living soul.’


‘Did I ever!’ came the sincere response while she hurried off as quickly as her legs would take her in order to disclose the news of the planned undertaking to every Tom, Dick and Harry who would listen. Most took little notice for the good reason that previous disclosures by this particular informant had always turned out to be fabrications. Others, however, notably the wives and sweethearts of the village’s established poachers, listened well and informed their menfolk. The menfolk bided their time.


No man bides his time as well as a poacher. This is because poachers, due to the secrecy imposed by their calling, are professional time-biders but how exactly do they bide it, one might well ask! The answer is by not seeming to bide it but by committing themselves wholeheartedly to a diversion far removed from poaching such as card-playing or dart-throwing or, in the case of younger, unmarried members of this close-knit fraternity, to the unremitting pursuit of unattached females.


As the evening dragged itself out Ned and Fred passed the time spying on the village resident water-keepers. There were but two. Others from outlying villages would be summoned whenever the district inspector felt it was necessary to do so. The water-keepers lived close together. The friends maintained their vigil and expressed no surprise when one keeper visited the house of the other with his wife a half-hour before midnight. Ten minutes later the four emerged together and made their way towards the parish church where the celebration of midnight mass would begin on the stroke of midnight and where, God willing, the hearts of men and women would expand with the goodness, the charity and the forgiveness that only Christmas can generate.


As soon as they had seen the water-keepers and their wives safely into the brightly lit bosom of the church Fred and Ned made haste to the bedroom of the latter’s house where they collected the cage. Fred led the way. Ned followed with the cage. They avoided the village’s main street and its attendant laneways. Occasionally as they passed isolated homes a dog would bark and as they neared the river a homebound drunkard shouted a minor obscenity as a prelude to extending the season’s greetings. These they returned and continued cautiously along their way. After a mere five minutes they found themselves on the bank of the river less than two hundred yards from the village. They were somewhat apprehensive after the setting of the trap since they observed from the river bank that the light from the nearest street lamps brightened the area where they had placed it. Then, unexpectedly, from the south-west there arrived upon the scene overhead a sizable cloud which obscured the moon and brought welcome darkness to the immediate scene. It would be followed by other clouds for the remainder of their stay so that, all in all, it would be a night of intermittent light, the kind of light beloved by poachers and others whose business runs contrary to the laws of the land.


The ideal situation, as far as Ned and Fred were concerned, would be long periods of darkness interspersed with short periods of moonlight. The pair sat on dry stones not daring to utter a word. Sometimes they would nudge each other in appreciation of the night’s own distinctive sounds such as the distinct rooting of a badger or the far-off yelping of a vixen summoning a dog fox to earth. From the opposite bank came the unmistakable call of a wandering pheasant, husky yet vibrant. They listened without comment to the furtive comings and goings of the smaller inhabitants of the undergrowth and to all the other lispings, chirpings and stirrings common to the night. They listened, most of all, to the gentle background music of the running water, savouring its eddies, its softer shallows-music and leisurely, lapping wavelets. These last were almost inaudible but as distinctive, nevertheless, to the silent pair seated on dry stones as the frailer strains of a complex symphony to the alert conductor.


Gentle breezes fanned the coarse river grasses and rustled in the underbrush whilst overhead, when the clouds gave the nod, the stars twinkled and the bright moon shone. Never had Ned entertained such a sense of sublime security. His cares had melted away under the benign influence of the accumulated night sounds. The same could be said for his friend Fred over whose face was drawn a veil of gratification, rarely enjoyed by the human species. Truly they had become part of the night. Truly were they at one with the riverside scene. There were times when they leaned forward eagerly in anticipation and times when they partially rose to their feet but it was no more than the river changing its tune as it did when the levels began to lower themselves and the lessening variations presented a different concert.


From the belfry of the parish church the midnight chimes rang pleasantly and clearly. Ned and his friend made the sign of the cross. As the final chime sounded they were both on their feet, ears strained, their faces taut.


‘Did you hear a splash?’ the whispered question came from Ned.


‘I heard something,’ his fellow poacher responded.


‘Then,’ said Ned Muddle, a note of confidence in his tone, ‘we had better take a look!’


They waded through the shallow water and there, gleaming far brighter than any of the stars over their heads, imprisoned in the cage, was a freshly arrived salmon. It turned out to be a splendid cock fish unblemished as far as they could see and shining with a radiance that belongs only to creatures of the sea. Such lustre would inevitably be dulled by a long sojourn in the upper reaches of the river but now the sea silver flashed and glittered. For a moment the creature explored its new surrounds and finding no escape began to thresh and flail for all it was worth. All, alas, was to no avail. Once a salmon enters a properly designed cage its fate is sealed.


‘He’s ten pounds!’ Ned Muddle exclaimed with delight.


‘He’s twelve if he’s an ounce,’ his companion insisted.


Without further argument they lifted the cage and between them brought it ashore. It was Ned who extracted the struggling fish by its gills and it was Ned who located a large stone with which he smote upon the creature’s poll after he had laid it on the gravelled shore and restricted its movements by holding its tail in a vice-like grip. Hands on hips, a stance copied by his companion, he stood for a while admiring the symmetry of his capture. Apart from an occasional, barely perceptible spasm, there was no movement from the fish.


‘Hurry,’ Ned Muddle urged his partner, ‘hurry because where there’s one there’s more.’


‘We should go while the going is good,’ Fred contradicted.


‘No!’ Ned was adamant. Then with a chuckle he added, ‘we’ll hide this fellow in the bushes and go looking for his missus.’


He had but barely spoken when a whistle blew close at hand. The sound was loud and shrill and shattered not only the silence of the night but the shocked poachers as well. They stood paralysed, rooted to the ground, unable to move. The next sound to intrude upon the quiet of the night was a shot. It exploded deafeningly from a bush nearby. It was followed by a second shot. It electrified the lifeless cage-maker and his acolyte. The latter was the first to take off. Like any hunted creature he ran up the riverside. Ned Muddle who was the very personification of cowardice ran down towards the town.


‘Halt in the name of the law!’ The stentorian tones came from the same bush as the shots. The command only served to spur the fleeing pair to greater efforts. They ran for their lives. Finding himself unwounded after a hundred paces Ned now directed himself to where the sound of human voices in melodic union emanated sweetly from the parish church. His eyes bulging with terror he puffed his way to the only sanctuary available to him. He knew not the moment when his life might be ended with a bullet in the back. It did not occur to him at the time that the water-keepers of the Bradawn River were not licensed to bear arms nor would the local civic guards resort to such murderous tactics. It would dawn on him at a later stage that the underworld of Ballybradawn, as he was to dub the local poachers, was responsible.


As he drew nearer the church the sound of five hundred voices raised in the Adeste urged him to greater effort. Breathlessly he entered the blessed refuge of light and sound. In the pulpit the parish priest, venerable and portly, conducted the singing with fervour and total commitment. He suddenly lowered his hands when he beheld the stricken, dishevelled figure of Ned Muddle, poacher, wife-beater, lout and drunkard. He knew Ned well, had known him for years as a godless wretch and sacrilegious scoundrel. The parish priest’s mouth opened but no sound came forth. His vast choir, without direction, was silenced as every member of the surprised congregation followed his amazed stare. They beheld Ned, his perspiring face as contrite as ever had been the face of any sinner, great or small. There were members of the gathering who could not make up their minds whether to laugh or cry. They looked to their parish priest for delivery from their indecision.


‘Mirabile dictu!’ the parish priest intoned the words while his eyes filled with tears. Great was the rejoicing as the congregation echoed the Latin phrase. Most were not sure of its meaning but Latin it was and as such was sacred.


After the mass, Ned Muddle went forth into the world in peace. Need it be added that he mended his ways and came to possess the grace of God, that he became a model parent and husband and that his neighbours flocked to him when they found themselves in need of counsel or solace. He ended his days a parochial sacristan which, after the position of junior curate, is the highest ecclesiastical office in the village of Ballybradawn.
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