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To Love:


Love is our only God,


our only Prophet,


our only priest, church and altar.


Love and care of each other are humanity’s only future.





Patrick J.J. O’ Doherty.
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Introduction
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An infant slipped quietly into our turbulent world, an innocent, most humble soul, a gift to parents of no seeming importance. The child’s name was Larry. Physically, he was an adult; mentally he was something of an enigma, a mixture of genius and child together. Many close associates knew him as a lovable innocent child. Others would call him a simpleton and a dreamer and yet he would eventually unite the world in a way no other human being ever thought possible. It was not with any new knowledge or innovation that he would achieve this seemingly impossible goal but with the simplest of all directives – the love and care of all peoples. To that end, he would change the world for ever.





CHAPTER 1
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The Birth and Childhood of Larry


From the day he was born Larry was absolutely adored by his parents, Brendan and Mary Walsh. From the onset the tiny tot was a gurgling, happy child for ever smiling on the two beloved faces that looked upon him with radiant affection. He revealed a remarkable sense of affection for both his parents, never feeling comfortable out of their sight. It wasn’t sufficient that one or other parent gave him their singular attention – baby Larry wanted both of them before he would settle or play with confidence. This was a small inconvenience for both parents, given their deep love and worship of the infant. They considered his birth as a gift from heaven, the very fulfilment of their dreams. They had long since given up hope of ever being blessed with a child, given their age – both parents were in their middle forties.





As the baby passed through all the stages of infancy to primary school it became evident that there was a distinct problem with his physical coordination and his sense of normality. Doctors from Cork City Children’s Clinic attributed these peculiar physical and mental abnormalities to the advanced age of his parents in relation to the conception of their child. It was affirmed by the Children’s Clinic that in their experience, concerning late parenting, such abnormalities were not unusual. The child spent many hours of hospital time undergoing various tests and therapies as his development progressed. At the age of fourteen, and after several years of tests and observations, Dr. Oral O’ Connor consulted Larry’s parents with regard to their son’s future potential. Her diagnosis was both cautiously encouraging and yet bearing a distinct sense of foreboding for the family.





‘We don’t think there is any real need for immediate concern. Larry is remarkable in his affections towards all the staff, including those whom he has only just met – you are already quite familiar with this pattern of behaviour.’ Both parents smiled knowingly at the doctor while Larry held their hands as though he was still in infancy. Larry beamed his infectious smile at whoever was speaking. He would look full into the face of each speaker forcing their attention. Doctor Oral, as she became familiarly addressed, knew that this degree of attention, this expectation for such intense attention was far from normal. This very characteristic was already noted as extremely odd among other school children and his teachers. Even so, his beaming happy nature was invariably a road into the most stubborn hearts. Dr. Oral drew the parents aside to speak to them in private, leaving Larry with another of the staff to distract his attention from his parents … he was fine as long as his parents were close by.


‘I’m afraid his physical coordination will prove a serious problem for the lad as he develops into adulthood. You will have noted from his school reports that none of the children want to play with him because he is extremely clumsy due to his coordination imbalance. While attempting to help other children to jump inside a skipping rope, he either lashes the rope into their faces or fails to keep a consistent loop with the person at the other end of the skipping rope. He is actually dangerous even though he does not intend to harm anyone.’ His mother, Mary, was in tears at this last revelation. Both doctor and Mary’s husband, Brendan, took hold of Mary together to console her.


‘There now, Mary, there now …. We have a wonderful boy. We’ll teach Larry to do things ourselves. Why, he can help his poor old daddy to make some things in the shed. Sure, I will make a fine carpenter of him yet.’ Although Brendan’s banter stemmed the flow of Mary’s tears, causing her and the doctor to smile in appreciation of his willing acceptance of the situation, she knew in her heart that Brendan didn’t believe a word of it. However, Mary knew perfectly well how much Brendan loved their son. Larry was for ever in the shed with his dad passing him his tools or picking up bits of wood shavings to show to his daddy just to have his attention. Bernard had the patience of Job with him, simply because they loved each other so much. Both parents had already agreed, wholeheartedly, to keep the lad at home in the event of Larry’s inability to hold on to a job. Their most haunting concern was Larry’s long term happiness and security when and if both parents died. That was a horrible haunting thought which both of them had to face as a distinct possibility and to try to make whatever provisions they could for his future. Larry would be in his forties when both of them would be in their eighties.





Dr. Oral continued, ‘He studies very well on his own. His teachers consider him something of an eccentric genius. He eats books. It appears that his school cannot keep up with his reading ability. In fact we have ascertained from various test, as you know from our reports, that his intelligence in well above average. However, let another person come near him, he just drops what he is involved in and gives that person his undivided attention, whether the other person desires it or not. His concentration is remarkable while on his own. He becomes completely absorbed in literature and shows excellence in written composition and comprehension. Yet he has no interest in personal praise from his teachers. He only wants to relate to them on a personal level all the time as though every stranger was an intimate part of his family. He can exhaust people with this extreme need. It seems he just loves people.’ There was no real need for Dr. Oral to relate that characteristic to his parents. They did not begrudge Larry’s demand for their love and constant attention. He was the very sunshine and joy of their lives. They were all too willing and prepared to give themselves over completely to their son’s needs. Both felt certain that they could face anything in order to keep their beloved child in a secure, happy home. That was all they cared about.





When Larry attempted to enter the world of work, early predictions of his problems were soon realised. Larry lost job after job in the city due to his inability to stick to his work. He just wanted to be friendly with people at work, distracting them from their own duties. Eventually all Larry could do was to stay at home with his Mother. Both spent many hours walking the streets. Shopping for Mary was a tremendous and prolonged ordeal. As she shopped and walked the streets she was always held back by Larry’s constant banter with every one he met. He would pull his mother back each time just to introduce himself and his mother to complete strangers. Both became known all over Cork city. The trying thing for his mother was the fact that Larry was genuinely interested in all people. His conversations with complete strangers were very personal and disturbingly intimate. Most people responded to his intimate enquiries quite openly, usually addressing their remarks to his mother, by way of saying we realise your son has put you in this embarrassing situation. Most strangers were convinced that they were responding to a disturbed but loveable child. This situation continued for years and was very draining for Mary. Every one in the city, who spoke about the wandering mother with the wandering child, spoke of her as a saint. Eventually Mary felt that her son would be safe enough to wander the streets on his own. Her confidence in peoples’ love and acceptance of Larry had grown over time. Very few teenagers mocked him. There was always someone ready to protect Larry. The city had taken him to its heart.





Larry’s street wandering continued happily enough over the years. He haunted the city libraries devouring books. He was given his own study section in order to keep him away from distracting other readers. For all his eccentric behaviour and the impositions it created, he was genuinely and lovingly cared for. He brought out the best in most people. He was also a regular visitor to the local police station just to chat to the Garda. Most officers treated him with respect and a genuine sense of endearment. Larry was also devouring more library books at home. He had an insatiable interest for ancient history and the general development of humanity from its early primitive development to the great civilizations of Egypt, Greece and Rome.


Now in his early thirties he was considered by his parents a remarkable biblical scholar … this in view of his complete lack of academic background. His parents had introduced him to the bible since they had always regarded it of immense importance to their own lives. Both were good-living Christian parents with a simple piety. Larry took to the Good Book like a bee to the flower, firstly because his parents loved the book and secondly, because he became fascinated by its characters and stories. His parents were not really theological Christians, not in the strict academic sense; although both were familiar with various commentaries on the bible as Judaic religious history and its multitude of other writings such as Wisdom literature, poetry and military exploits; the reported conquests among their pagan neighbours. All these interests were naturally passed on to Larry by default – he copied his parent’s activities with utter abiding affection. Larry would devour any book that related to human enterprise. His parents encouraged Larry to always show a deep respect for people and to develop a meaningful prayer life. They need hardly have stressed the point. The questions he regularly posed to his parents assured them that his prayer life was well in advance of their own. At the age of fourteen he once asked his parents, ‘If God made everything out of nothing, where did he get all the material from since he is called a person? How can all the material of all the stars and the entire universe come out of a person? I simply don’t understand that.’


‘Ah, Larry, son,’ his mother replied, ‘you will have to get into a mighty long queue with those who ask the same question.’ His parents had taught him not to accept everything he read as actual fact; that many stories, while not actually true, still contained much wisdom. Larry had a distinct gift for meditation and a penetrating curiosity for learning. He never discussed religion with people other than his parents. They had advised him to keep his own counsel because posing controversial questions to many people who believed everything they read about, or were taught about, regarding religion would do more harm that good. Both his parents were widely read and yet they too kept their own counsel for precisely the same reasons. They knew all too well that many people had to have plenty of time to accept disturbing facts about their long-held beliefs and faith which were held as sacrosanct…. They were aware also, that to force ignorance to the well of truth against its will and dunk the head of hostile resistance into its waters would invariably do more harm than good, wilful ignorance being a powerful tool when reinforced by blind unquestioning authority. Larry’s parents adhered to the practical aspects of the Christian message, having a decent kindly respect and regard for other people. Their way of life had no hardships for Larry. Indeed, he worshipped his parents and loved the life he had with them. They were a firm anchor to his life.





His parents were partially successful in finding him a place in the city university to study literature, however, he caused so much disruption with his wanderings into the study rooms of other students that he was forced to leave. However, Professor Rodger O’ Rourke who was so impressed with Larry’s written work insisted that the lad be given the opportunity to work at home with his mother and be enrolled as a member of the Open University. Larry did study enthusiastically at home but never handed in any of his work. As far as the city university was concerned he had dropped off the planet. This was a great disappointment to both his parents. When they enquired as to why he ignored the wishes of the university? He replied with a most mysterious and cryptic reply,


‘Yerrah, mammy, they only want the fruit; they don’t want the tree.’


That same night when Mary and Brendan lay in bed Mary asked,


‘Brendan, what do you make of Larry’s reply to our question concerning his indifference to the university?’ Both parents had their backs to each other as they spoke speculatively into space.


‘I can only think that he feels unwanted there as a person in his own right, with his own character and his own particular need.’


‘You could be right, Brendan. But it’s not a bit like him to dismiss anyone – I have never known the like of that in him before. It’s just not his way.’ Mary’s face was a stage of confusion as Bernard remarked:


‘Yerrah, Mary, maybe our boy is growing up, becoming more aware of his own standing in the world. Sure, when all-said-and-done, even saints have some spots of rust on their halos.’ Bernard smiled teasingly at his own mischievous remark. Mary gave her husband a back kick.


‘Don’t you dare defame our precious boy, yeah great lump.’ She smiled knowing Brendan was not going to lose any sleep over the matter.


‘Be serious a minute, Brendan. I’m thinking of the long term …. You know what I mean; we’re both getting on in years. What happens if he ends up alone, without either of us, what then?’ Mary’s eyes gazed into the dark of the room; it seemed potentially as dark as the future if Larry was to end up alone.


‘Mary, sweetheart, if worrying helped I would order it by the cartload. There are good people in the world, Mary. Look at the Maddens next door to us, how they love Larry and are always looking out for him. Sure doesn’t Larry nearly eat them out of house and home when he’s with them? Then there is our parish priest, Father Kevin, and his house keeper, Nell. Sure, they love Larry as if he was their own. No, Mary. We can’t live forever; we’re not gods. I will admit, though, it makes my heart gasp and tremble to think of being separated from either of you.’ Mary was in tears sobbing quietly. Brendan couldn’t know that in the darkness. Hers were tears of love. She felt Brendan holding her very life in his own dear heart. She experienced a deep sense of safety and love from his words. He had always been a very practical caring husband. He had a little money put by in an insurance policy for Larry – Mary was aware of that. It wouldn’t be much. The carpentry trade in Ireland, given the state of the economy, was not paying that well. In any event, and coupled with Larry’s basic welfare money, he would be able to scrape by. Larry lived very frugally. He would go naked in the street if left to his own designs. He didn’t care a fig about gadgets or clothes, only people. The government was stretched financially and Larry’s parents, as well as most of the Irish population, believed that the members of the government should be strung up with most of the bankers for all their incompetence. What did any of that lot give a damn for the likes of Larry or for any struggling family? No, Brendan thought, his mind scurrying about. Our little island was drained to the dregs. Once more a forsaken island bereft of its migrating youth, too costly to employ many, too wretched for dignified welfare. All this heartache and prolonged misery for her sons and daughters because of greedy speculators and self-serving bankers who sold Ireland to the four winds, making it a pauper whose hands were forced to dig deep into the pockets of quaking Europe.





Both parents continued talking out the humour and events of the day. Invariably their beloved Larry was in every carriage of their thoughts.


‘Did you see the dance of himself this evening in the kitchen? Sure he frit the very life out of me. All this spinning of his body with his long arms flaying the air like some demented jet swooping and diving in all directions. Like a top he was, spinning faster and faster, and me ducking and screaming for him to stop. He seemed to be in a drunken demented ecstasy and then to end flat on his bottom, his great long legs nearly in the oven … and then to finish up holding his spinning head and grinning from ear to ear.’


‘Will yeah give over, Mary Walsh. The pair of you will be the death of me.’ The bed was shaking with both parents convulsed in laughter. After a while, and conscious of the open bedroom door, they fell back into whispers. This dance of Larry’s was a strange phenomenon for one with coordination problems. Usually he reserved such behaviour for his walk in the Mardyke parks nearby. Just occasionally he would go into his spinning dance in less appropriate places. It seemed to his parents that he just loved the utter sensation of motion. The strange thing was that other local city children were copying his twirling dance, not in mocking mimicry of Larry, but because they discovered their own exhilarating sensation from it. This oddity came as no real surprise to his parents. They knew from their own experience of youth how motion was an absorbing thrilling sensation for most youngsters. How often they were both reminded of this fact when watching the city kids swooping up and down on their skate boards at break-neck speed on the high concrete slopes in the parks. Eventually, a contented sleepy silence washed over them. Both their hands clasped each other from behind their backs.


‘Good night Mary. Sleep well, my love, and pleasant dreams.’


‘God bless you, Brendan and our beloved child. Good night.’





CHAPTER 2
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The Death of Larry’s Father


Larry was now in his thirties, still jobless and living on welfare. His father, Brendan, worked to keep the home going while Mary looked after the household or wandered the streets with Larry. Startling news came from Brendan’s employer of his sudden death from a massive heart attack. He died in the ambulance while being rushed to the City Hospital. This news nearly killed Mary; she was demented – beside herself with shock, disbelief and tearing grief. There had been no warning to cushion the tragedy. Brendan was a solidly-built man, over six feet tall. He had never been known to have taken time off work. True he was a pipe smoker. Yet many pipe smokers lived into their nineties and beyond – he was just unlucky. Mary was lost in her bewildered world. Added to all her troubles was the terrible effect it had on Larry. He was completely lost mentally. Mary could not console him. She had to call the doctor for him. Larry was diagnosed as suffering for deep depression and severe shock. He wouldn’t speak to a living sole, not even to his beloved mother. It felt to Mary that she had lost both husband and son together. The tablets prescribed kept Larry in a constant state of stupor. He had no interest in anything. Doctor Joe O’ Brian, the family doctor, had to come several times to the house much as he would for a problem ailing child. Larry had to be fed on special liquids since he ignored all food. Even the liquid diet had to be forced-fed to him. Larry had grown into a tall solid adult like his father, yet never gaining an ounce of weight. Now, however, he was getting thinner. This tragic situation continued for some nine months after the funeral of his father, which Larry was in no condition to attend. Eventually Larry recovered. Only now he was even more clinging to his mother. He was never far from her. Mary didn’t object in spite of having to bring Larry to her own workplace where she was employed as an office cleaner. She had to keep the home going on her own now. He dutifully handed over all his welfare money to his mother each week, not that it was much. He had no personal interest in money apart for collecting it to help his dear mammy whom he treasured. She was his entire world beyond the books he devoured from the library. He tried again and again to find work but he could never hold on to any job. His distractions were like a curse on him at this time, he desperately wanted to help his mother to ease her burden. Inwardly he cursed his afflictions and the burden of his liability. In all this time and in the passing of the next decade Mary laboured stoically with her beloved Larry still clinging to her as a dependant child. Her all consuming love for Larry never waned in the slightest. All her hardships, and they were many, given Larry’s extreme dependence on her and his constant presence wherever she worked or shopped, were considered a reward for having such a wonderful loving child.





Life for Larry and his beloved mother seemed to settle into calmer waters. She was forced into retirement but managed to live comfortably on her state pension and on a small investment left to the family by Brendan. Mary grew weaker with the passing years. Eventually she was taken seriously ill. Over the weeks she became bed-ridden. Many called to her house, the Madden family next door, saw to her meals and shopping. The doctor and priest came in turns. In the end her weakness and age overwhelmed her waning strength.





CHAPTER 3
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The Death and Ascension of Mary Walsh


Larry’s hysterical screams reverberated throughout his mother’s bedroom as he gripped the back of his head with both hands like some demented soul. His aged mother, spent and withered from her eighty years of life, was now in the slow process of dying. Her selfless attendance to her forty-five-year-old innocent child was closing swiftly on the final calendar of her days. Her pending departure to death’s cold indifference would set the seal on world-changing events for her poor inconsolable son.





Mary’s eyelids fluttered rapidly in her ashen withered face, as even now, she tried, with torturous effort, to console her beloved boy. Scream after hysterical scream, his words yelled out as one in raving madness.


‘Don’t leave me, mammy! Don’t leave me! Mammy! Mammy! Mammy! Don’t leave me! I promise I’ll be good; honest to God, mammy; I promise – I promise – I promise. Mammmmmy’ His screams were mind-rending. Fortunately they were only just audible to his dying, most cherished mother. He leaned over gripping and shaking her disfigured gnarled hands – they might have been the leavers of an ancient pump as he yanked them up and down in a frenzied effort and hope of preventing her death. His face was red with raging panic and desperation. His rage seemed like erupting lava, his fierce crazed eyes burning and awash in blinding tears.





‘Shush Larry, shush. Don’t do this to your mammy. You can’t be a better son than you already are. Shush, son, shush.’ Her voice was little more than the breath being forced from her throat, her eyes growing heaver and heaver. Larry flung his arms round her neck still screaming into her blood-drained face. He lifted her up bodily in an attempt to keep life within her. The effort making matters worse. ‘Shush, son, shush.’ She kept straining in whispers. ‘I’ll be back to help you Larry. I promise. I will ask holy God to let me come back to see you.’ There was a long strained pause. Mary continued her voice barley audible. ‘Go to the Maddens next door, they will see to your food until I come back. Now remember all the instruction I wrote down for you.’ Mary’s mind was wandering back to Larry’s childhood days as she struggled to speak. ‘You must keep digging in the garden, the same as I taught you.’ [The holy Bible was for Mary and her son always referred to as the Garden. The reading of it and its study was fondly considered digging in the soil of its deeper more pertinent wisdom]





‘Now be a good boy. Say your holy prayers every morning noon and night. Continue to read your holy Bible until you know it off by heart. Think about what you read, see if you agree with it, and then put it all into practice, you will want for nothing. Always hold the hand of holy Jesus in sweet virtue. Be good to people always, as best you can. Harm no one. It’s all there in the holy garden; treasure it son, as you have your dear old mammy.’





‘Oh, I will mammy, I will. Promise me, mammy … promise me you will come back to help me. Promise me.’ Suddenly she was silent and deathly still. What happened next was scarcely comprehendible. She simply disappeared from the bed. Larry was left face down on the bed screaming into the empty sheets. The poor lad demented out of his mind.





They lived in the city of Cork, Ireland, in a terraced house on Shandon Rise, part of a long narrow cobbled side street of similar dwellings. The house was painted externally in a light pastel blue. Shandon Rise ran off the main Mardyke River road in the city. It was quite a picturesque area, in spite of some of its poorer dwellings. The main road was well known in a time old song which the natives of Cork lovingly referred to as the “The Banks” in which the Mardyke River was mentioned as being in the “…leafy shades of its old elm trees…” It really was a picturesque road at times, especially when spring bedecked its many trees and shrubs with transparent veils of virgin foliage, hanging like veils, softening the skeletal forms of passing winter. Such beauty, when delicate virgin blossom of every subtle hue graced every park and avenue … where fresh scented flowers danced in the breeze across its many gardens and parks. But now, the elm trees were stripped to their skeletal forms, swaying and crying wildly in a bitterly cold November, where the city was being battered in wild gusting winds.





CHAPTER 4
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Mary’s Missing Body – Investigations


Larry’s good neighbours, the Maddens, were first to hear of the tragic event, for tragic it was, given the unique relationship and dependence of Larry on his beloved mother and the great love each had for the other. They came to visit Larry and his dying mother. She had been bed-ridden for some weeks. When Larry opened the front door his face was red, strained and awash in tears. The Maddens guessed that the worst had taken its course. The poor lad flung his arms round the necks of his loved neighbours and friends who were by this time in tears themselves. They had always loved Larry for all his innocence, his open friendliness and childlike ways. No words passed between them for some time. They all remained in a clinging, supportive bond.





Seamus was the first to break the silence. He spoke in whispers. ‘May we see mammy, Larry?’


‘She’s gone to heaven, Seamus. She’s gone to Heaven!’ His pathetic face wrenched once more as though ready to explode into a new wave of hysterics. Both looked into Larry’s wretched face and drew him in more tightly than ever, rubbing his back. Eventually Seamus said:


‘We know that mammy is gone to heaven, Larry, where else would such a wonderful mammy go?’


Little did Larry’s friends know the literal truth of the words which he spoke.


‘I can’t show her to you now, he spluttered in tears … but I will show her to you when she comes back from heaven. She promised me that she would come back.’


Seamus and his wife, Lil, turned to each other. They were wiping away their own tears. Each looked quizzical at the other. Both knew something was not quite making sense. Larry was childlike, they knew that all too well, but he was not an inarticulate fool. He saw the confusion on their tearful faces and without more ado he brought them, almost dragged them, into the house and up the stairs to the bedroom. All they saw was an empty bed. All three stood there in deafening silence. Larry repeated what he said only moments ago, ‘Mammy has gone to heaven. She was just taken up.’





By now both friends were standing either side of Larry, still facing the bed. As all three stood staring down at the dishevelled, empty bed, his friends grimaced at each other, raising their shoulders in expressions of total incomprehension. Lil sat beside Larry on the bed while Seamus sat on the only chair in the small bedroom.


Lil drew Larry close to her breast, her long fair hair fell perfuming across his tear-run face. Seamus in the meantime was absorbing the utter simplicity of the room. The carpet was worn and threadbare, its pattern all but worn away. The room, though taking on the semblance of utter poverty, was at the same time perfectly clean. It might have been a cell in a convent comprised of a double bed, and small bedside cupboard and chair. On the cupboard were placed a framed coloured photograph of Mary and her deceased husband, Brendan, and Larry as a ten year old holding the hands of both parents who were smiling self-consciously. Beside the photograph lay a well worn copy of the holy bible, a most treasured companion to both Mary and the family. Mary liked to call the study of her bible digging in the Garden, a phrase that Larry had also adopted. On top of the faded blue cover of the bible lay Mary’s time-worn spectacles, a set of red rosary beads, a biro and beside these a reporter’s spiral notebook which she habitually used to take notes from her prayerful thoughts and studies. Seamus sensed an atmosphere of reverence in the humble room. Indeed, he was not in the least surprised in linking the atmosphere and humble contents of the room with Mary’s holy and sincere but unassuming nature. Seamus had always been aware of the simplicity of the entire house. Yet only now had that same humble state made a strong conscious impact and impression on his thoughts. Hers had always been a quiet piety. She was only noticed in her church, St. Patrick’s, through her son Larry who made a point of greeting everyone who passed by his seat at the very rear of the church.





Lil had calmed Larry to a lower level, his sobbing now less hysterical. She felt broken-hearted herself and could not control her own streaming eyes. The friendship between the three was more deeply rooted due to Larry’s open and expressive innocence. Since the death of Mary’s husband, Brendan, Larry’s immediate neighbours, the Maddens, took Larry more and more under their care and concern. Words could not describe Mary’s gratitude to the Maddens for their genuine love and care of her vulnerable son. Indeed, she considered herself and Larry blessed to have the good fortune to have such good neighbours. In point of fact, they were more like intimate family members than mere neighbours.





Lil was speaking in whispers over Larry shoulder as she continued to hold and console him. She felt it was time to move the situation forward without seeming to hurry.


‘Did Father Kevin come to visit mammy, Larry, before she went to heaven?’ Lil was trying to be as sensitive as she could and endeavoured to go along with the assumptions put forward by Larry.


‘Father Kevin came lots of times to bring mammy Holy Communion and give her the anointing of the sick.’ Lil and Seamus were already well aware of that point. ‘But, no,’ Larry continued. ‘He was not there when mammy went to heaven.’ His words were a little stronger now as his mind was a little more focused away from himself. Talking to his beloved friends helped distract his pain.


‘You know he will need to come, Larry, so that he can be satisfied that all is well with you. You like Father Kevin, Larry, don’t you? He has always been friends with mammy and yourself, hasn’t he?’


‘Yes.’ Larry replied. ‘We like Father Kevin.’ He spoke in the present tense as if his mammy was still with him.





There was a strong contrast in the voices of Lil and Larry. She was a native of Dublin and Larry had the strong, lilting, sing-song Cork city accent.





As Lil released her hold on Larry she rummaged through her russet-coloured bead handbag for her mobile phone. She touched in the numbers of the church to call Father Kevin. In the meantime Seamus went below to the kitchen to make some tea and coffee.





Seamus was a native of Limerick. He was quick-witted and naturally of a confident and generous disposition. He was a well-built man in his forties, with grey-black receding hair. His round plump face bore a small moustache. He was a warm confident person, energetic in a relaxed way. Nothing seemed too much trouble for him. His was a lively mind – one given to puzzles and besotted with sports, especially of the Gaelic kind. He could be totally absorbed in these activities. Yet let there be a call for assistance from anyone, he could switch into an accommodating mode and drop of all his own plans and interests as though they were of secondary importance. His eager generosity was selfless and unaffected. He had been a teacher but now worked mainly in the training of others in market economics.





His wife Lil was very much a close family person with a very large extensive family who were constantly in touch with each other. Perhaps it was because of this innate characteristic that her house was usually a hub of activity with visitors and parties of one sort or another. She was also very fond of animals. Seamus thought she was too fond of them sometimes. He was always grateful that the house was not a field otherwise she would have added to the three dogs and four cats that had free reign in the house. Like Seamus, she too had a very generous and accommodating nature. She was an avid reader and blessed with a remarkable sense of humour, a great story-teller in her own right, which she claimed to have inherited from her father, Christy. Her calmness and broad mindedness seemed to have come from her mother’s side, though in truth her father also shared the same trait. Lil worked locally as a part time teacher of children with special needs, while Seamus worked mainly in the city. On occasions his work took him all over the country and sometimes he had to go to England on one course or another.





Fr. Kevin Noonan wasted no time in coming. He simply dropped all his work at the St. Patrick’s Church presbytery. He had expected this call for some weeks now. Lil did not elaborate on the mysterious nature of the call. However, she made it clear enough that his presence was essential, given the very odd nature of the situation. A missing body was going to throw up real problems. These thoughts were paramount in the minds of both Lil and Seamus. The Priest, doctor and police would certainly have to become involved. How could poor Larry prove what he claimed to have occurred?





The knock on the door was gentle. Seamus was already alerted to the situation since he heard the priest’s car pull up and the sound of the electric bleep of the door’s locking mechanism. Seamus opened the heavy, green-painted door. The tall solid figure of the priest was ushered in by an inward pull from Seamus’ hand, an action expressing an established intimate friendship. Fr. Kevin was certainly that. He was very popular with his people as well as a long-standing personal friend of the Madden family. His was a late vocation. His early working life had been spent in the building trade. He was very much at ease with people having had to earn his own living among the rough and tumble of the many building sites across Ireland and beyond. He was now in his fiftieth year. He had a very simple approach to his faith. He was profoundly attracted to the simplicity and practical nature of Christ’s life and teaching. He never felt the need to wrestle with the big questions of the mysterious nature of God. Christ’s life was all he needed to concern himself with, in spite of all the torturous theology and philosophy of his formation days as a late vocation to college and seminary.





‘Fr. Kevin, you’re most welcome. I’ve got some tea on the go, just as you like it,’ said Seamus, smiling in his familiar way.


‘God bless you, Seamus,’ said the priest returning his smile. He whispered to Seamus, ‘I take it she’s gone?’


‘Gone I’m afraid, Father Kevin, is a little bit too close to the truth.’ Seamus arched his eyebrows handing the priest a mug of steaming tea making the mug ring as the spoon propelled its amber liquid. The priest arched his brow, his free hand spread out before him in a questioning expression.


‘There isn’t a body, Father. I kid you not.’ Seamus added the latter with serious emphasis since both were used to a bit of a leg pull and banter. Seamus’ face was earnest. The priest continued in whispers. ‘What has happened?’


‘I’m afraid you may have to work that one out for yourself. Larry claims she was taken up to heaven and that she will be coming back to help him. He is absolutely convinced that is true.’ At this stage Seamus arched his shoulders and extended the upward palms of his hands, expressing utter incredulity and mystery. The priest was staring into Seamus’ face. He too was totally bewildered … he didn’t, as yet, want to give serious focus to the implications and consequences of a missing body. It wouldn’t surprise anyone if Larry tried to hide the body to keep his beloved mammy, he loved her so much.


They brought some more mugs of tea and coffee upstairs to the bedroom where Lil continued to hold Larry close to her.





‘Larry.’ The priest greeted the tear-reddened face of the Lad with a single word. Larry’s pathetic wretchedness was all too evident of his loss. Fr. Kevin’s greeting was made with his head bowed, his eyes looking upward. It was difficult for him to face Larry full on. It was not a situation where politeness and solemn formality could suffice, no matter how sincerely such gestures may have been expressed. The good priest knew that he was in every sense in the company of a very distressed child whose unique world of love and dependence was ripped away. Larry’s dependence on his cherished mother was one thing; her complete departure Left Larry in a very vulnerable position in a hard world. The undisguised love that he held for his mother was indeed the main root that anchored his life and made him the most loveable, most open individual.


‘Father Kevin.’ Larry’s brief greeting was offered with a smile, a smile radiating from his reddened eyes and face. The priest had always been a good friend to the family. Presently he sat at the other side of Larry for want of a chair which was occupied by Seamus. The priest greeted Lil with a silent touch on her arm which was placed round Larry’s shoulders. Father Kevin was in no hurry to speak – small talk was not appropriate in the circumstance; the pain had to be bourn by all. Only slowly did he skirt round the subject.





‘No doubt mammy has gone to heaven, Larry. No doubt about it. God bless the good woman.’ The priest was quite prepared to just speak to himself and hopefully draw Larry into conversation at the lad’s own comfort and time. He continued looking across Larry’s face into Lil’s. ‘I’m sure you will see to Larry’s meals, Lil, now that we have to wait for a while until mammy’s return.’ This was said in a very matter of fact way as if the extraordinary circumstances were perfectly natural and in order. The priest knew all too well that the Maddens had already made provisions for Larry’s temporary welfare with regards to meals and whatever else may be needed.


‘He’s our lovely boy, isn’t that right, Larry?’ He smiled as Lil gave him a gripping hug. He then turned to her almost involuntary and gave her a big kiss on the cheek. By slow degrees Father Kevin grew bolder with his conversation.





‘Tell me, Larry, did mammy have the doctor to call before she left the house?’


‘Yerrah not at all, Father Kevin, sure, they weren’t friends at all. Sure, isn’t he fierce with his manners all the time?’ This reply held no surprises for Father Kevin. He knew the doctor well enough, a man who seemed to be forever on a short fuse with expressions of pomposity and waspishness. It was not usual for Larry to speak in derogatory terms of any person. His reply only served to emphasise the general poor opinion in which Dr. Joe O’ Brian was held. Of course this knowledge did not help the priest in any way. He knew that Larry was obliged by law to have a doctor call, body present or absent! This fact was going to prove very difficult. Further complications were inevitable when the police would have to be informed. A missing, person, a missing body, no matter Larry’s claims to celestial intervention, the Law was, and remained, god on earth even in these mysterious circumstances.





The priest patted Larry’s leg as he arose and beaconed silently to Seamus to move downstairs for a private word. Once below, Father. Kevin shared his thoughts concerning the need to have both the doctor and police pay a visit. ‘This is going to prove very difficult for the lad, Seamus. I will contact them myself and try to lay the groundwork for the necessary enquiries. God, Seamus! I could do without this at any time. But in these circumstance, given the lad’s condition and emotions – what with making references to an ascension into heaven. God! The more I contemplate the implications, the more I see the Lad being caught up in a mockery of public ridicule, especially when the Media get hold of the story. I can’t see any way in which it can be avoided.’


‘Father Kevin,’ said Seamus, placing a consoling hand on his friend’s shoulder, ‘we will stand by him come what may. I think you will find he will receive far more sympathy and respect in the city than you might believe.’ Seamus took a deep breath as he held his head backward and continued confidently, his eyebrows arched expressing utter conviction. ‘We have walked the streets of the city with Larry and his beloved mammy. They were invariably hailed with the greatest respect and courtesy. Let’s face it Father, what will be, will be. I’m sure he will not be as negatively exposed as you might assume.’ The priest, feeling somewhat consoled with his shared concerns, patted Seamus on the back.


‘You’re a brick, Seamus, indeed a real consoling support – what with Lil and all. We’re fortunate to have you both behind us.’ Father Kevin kept nodding his head appreciatively as he stared vacantly at the tattered carpet of the front room. Seamus sensed the weight of his concerns. A missing body would inevitably involved the priest in controversy, ridicule and God knows every annoying inconvenience with the media, which was bound to produce the inevitable pack of snapping hyenas wherever the Church became involved in controversy.





‘I’d better call the doctor first, Seamus, even though it must, in the end, be considered a matter for the police.’ The priest took a deep breath while raising his eyes heaven-ward.


‘Would you like us to be present, Father?’ Seamus searched the priest’s downward face for a reply.


‘I think that would help, Seamus. But I’m sure you have loads to do, what with your children at home and having to get their food ready …. Look at the time. I think the, quare fella,’ [meaning the doctor], ‘will not be best pleased considering it being a Sunday and lunch time to boot.’ Father Kevin, normally a placid, easy-going man showed all the signs of irritation with himself. His round friendly face showed his annoyance.’


‘Look, Father, let’s all go to our house with Larry and make an appointment to see the quare fella after we have eaten. We can all march back to Larry’s house afterwards. He can’t chase us out of the house since he has nothing to perform on. He can only question our Larry.’





‘I won’t eat with you, Seamus, if you don’t mind. My housekeeper will be none too pleased if I do. However, I will have a cup of tea aside from you and wait it out as you so kindly suggest. I’m sure it will be a great support to Larry if we are all here by his side.’ The priest let out a hysterical laugh. ‘God, Seamus! Isn’t it some carry on that we should be acting like nervous children ganging up to confront a blooming doctor.’ Seamus smiled and called up to Lil and Larry to join them for their midday meal.


All four marched next door. Once inside, Father Kevin made the dreaded call to the doctor. He kept the message as brief as he could, speaking only of his concerns for Larry who had just lost his mother. The doctor’s waspish voice, its irritation, was no less than Father Kevin expected.


‘Yes, doctor. The visit is essential – The lad needs to be seen – No, doctor – I haven’t seen the corpse – No – I can’t say how I know that the lad’s mother is dead. I have been called out myself. It is every bit as inconvenient for me.’ In all his replies to the doctor’s questions the priest’s voice was mounting in volume, irritation and defensiveness. Father Kevin replaced the receiver with a clatter and at the same moment burst out with uncharacteristic fury. ‘God! That blooming man is a blooming pest.’ He put up his hand to Seamus and Lil, as if to say, don’t worry, it’s all over, the deed is done. Father Kevin was more annoyed at himself for being annoyed. The truth of the matter he knew lay in the fact that he was attempting to shield an innocent, hurt, bereft child from further hurt. He knew that this situation was not going to be easy for anyone. It didn’t help when such services came with needless pomposity and insensitivity from a supposed servant of the people.





The homely clatter of plates and cutlery during the preparation and eating of the meal lent an easing of the foreboding and tragic mood of the earlier moments. Larry demolished the beef stew and mixed vegetables with his usual speed and absentmindedness. He was quite at ease in the company whom he loved so much. It was very unlikely that he would have taken food from anyone else in his depressed condition. Three dogs nudged at the feet of the diners hoping for titbits while four cats wandered to their eating bowls sniffing indifferently at the contents. Lisa, the family’s fourteen year old daughter, sat beside her brother, Andrew at the large round table. Andrew was twelve; his long fair hair and his slim build were in contrast to his sister’s dark hair and her sturdy proportions. Both looked under Larry’s face from time to time. They could see his reddened eyes and the strain on his face. It hurt them deeply to see Larry in such a state. Both loved him for his utter simplicity and uncomplicated nature. Father Kevin sat apart leaning forward on a hardback chair beside the open fire staring into its flickering coal flames. He was cupping his steaming tea with both hands his mind racing to the future and its impending difficulties. Lil, as usual, was covering several tasks at once with serving and eating. She took it all in her stride, being naturally used to a lot of company. As the meal came to its conclusion, the children and dogs were affectionately ushered into the lounge out of the way. The remaining company sat for some moments looking out from the glass doors that ran across the wall of the rear spacious garden. It began to rain. Tear-like streams ran down the tall glass panels. The sky became overcast and a gusting wind whipped at the tall tree-line surrounding the rear garden. There was a distinct dreariness to this portentous October day; portentous, because one individual, a doctor, for God’s sake, the priest thought, who was capable of making a bad situation all the worse with his unhelpful attitude.





The four moved back to Larry’s home to await the doctor’s arrival. Fortunately they timed their return perfectly. No sooner had they entered the house out of the rain and seated themselves at Larry’s kitchen table when they heard the slamming of a car door outside. The four friends looked at each other in turns with hunched shoulders and mouths opened with expressions more familiar on mischievous teenagers fearful of the wrath of some overbearing teacher. The clatter from the metal knocker on the door resounded throughout the house, making the friends twitch with tension. It was hard to credit how one man, supposedly in the service of the public, could create such an atmosphere of unease and, dare it be said, apprehension. Seamus, now riled and ready to confront this arrogance, seeing its effect on the supporting company, pulled opened the door with such force that the slipstream of the door all but sucked the irate doctor into the house.





The doctor stood for some minutes, his dark suit showing glittering signs of rain. He stared at Seamus and saw the riled, unwelcome expression on his face. The doctor leaned his dripping umbrella by the wall, which immediately fell over in a puddle of water. He marched arrogantly across the room and laid his scuffed black medical bag on the kitchen table. As he raised his face to confront the remaining trio, something very strange occurred. As his penetrating light grey-blue eyes beamed into the drained, sickly face of Larry, the doctor covered his own face as though some unseen force had punched him in the face. As he attempted to speak through his hands, his muffled voice quavered and his tall skeletal frame vibrated with involuntary sobs. The four friends turned to each other, their faces expressing utter bewilderment, their mouths drooped open. Seamus’ expression was a stage of its own. His mouth lay open, his nose and entire face screwed in sneering bewilderment and disgust. He simply could not comprehend the distraught figure before him. As he stood behind the doctor, Seamus, his hands splayed outward, gesturing towards the company as though to ask, what the hell is all this about? The doctor struggled to compose himself with the aid of Lil’s sympathetic arm around his shoulder she seated him on one of the dining chairs and took no more notice of the company, placing all her comforting concern on the distraught doctor.





‘I’m so sorry. I saw my poor wife in the lad’s eyes. She was all I ever had in life.’ A long awkward pause ensued. ‘It is twenty years ago, now. My wife was knocked down by a lorry that had mounted the pavement where we walked together. I never forgave myself for being on the inside of her when the dam lorry struck.’ Another long pause …. The doctor’s thin, pinched face was in tears …. There was an awkward gripping silence among the company. The doctor continued. ‘I have never spoken of this to any living soul before. I can’t imagine why the memory of it should flood from me now. Larry’s distraught state seemed to act like a mirror of the event. I’m sorry. Forgive me for imposing my personal troubles on you.’ Lil, to her credit, kept rubbing the doctor’s back. He showed signs of appreciation for this undeserved comfort so freely and compassionately given. The company in general found it extremely awkward to compose themselves in this unexpected and extreme change in the doctor. Although the company listened intently to the doctor’s account of his past traumatic events, the awkwardness remained. After a considerable time in which the poor man gained composure and self-control he moved from the chair to his bag but not before placing his hand on Lil’s arm as a sign of appreciation for her unsolicited kindness. He turned to the priest each looking full into the face of the other. The doctor’s eyes were very red and his flushed face showing an embarrassed unease for his untimely revelation.





‘Please forgive me, Father, for my earlier rudeness. It was completely uncalled for and very unprofessional. If it is any consolation, my own colleges at the practice have put up with much worse consistently over the years. I know I have been a right pain to them and to all my unfortunate patients. I just couldn’t seem to let go of the tragedy.’ His latest narrative was half-spoken into his bag with embarrassment as he rummaged about inside. The priest, in spite of his discomposure, splayed his hands apart; his eyebrows arched revealing an expression of conciliation.


‘You have carried a great deal of pain for many years, Doctor O’ Brian.’ The doctor cut him off before he could finish what he wished to say.


‘Please, Father, Doctor Joe is fine.’ The priest smiled, his physical gestures taking on a more relaxed expression. He could see that the medic was making every effort to reveal a warmer side of his nature.


‘Love can crucify us sometimes, Doctor Joe, and you have obviously had your share of it. If we could dismiss our loss just like that and be spared the trauma, we could never speak meaningfully of having loved at all.’ The doctor looked full and intently into the priest’s face, he realised that this man really did understand human suffering. It was a kind of revelation to the doctor for which he expressed his sincere appreciation by nodding his head knowingly as though the priest had really hit a spot deep within the doctor’s harrowed thoughts.


‘Thank you, Father, for your patience and understanding. I hardly deserve it,’ he said with an air of self-reproach. The priest simply spread his hands, indicating in their expression his absolute understanding without any need for an apology.





The doctor beaconed with both his hands for Larry to come closer to him. His voice was gentle and sensitive to the lad as he inquired after his departed mother. Larry moved towards him in slow uncertain movements. His past experiences with this doctor were far from endearing. When he was close enough the doctor rested his thin arm on Larry’s upper back by way of comforting him. He was well aware of the lad’s discomfort and guardedness. The doctor’s words came almost in whispers as he peered into Larry’s face much as a caring parent would. ‘I need to ask you what happened to your mother. Where did she actually die?’ Larry was still feeling raw and vulnerable. He was uncertain as to how to respond to the doctor. He showed no signs of being at ease with the medic and so indicated somewhat coldly with his head to the stairs above. The doctor removed his arm from Larry and indicated to the priest to accompany him upstairs. As they arrived in the simple bedroom the doctor turned to the priest and said softly. ‘Is this where his mother died, Father?’


‘I must be honest, Doctor Joe, I haven’t seen her since my last visit when I brought her Holy Communion and anointed her,’ the priest replied with his shoulders and facial expression indicating his own incomprehension. ‘I have examined the entire house myself unknown to Larry. I was trying to spare him any more pain than he was going through. Anyway, there was no sign of her body anywhere. I don’t know what to make of it, short of believing Larry’s account of the matter, which in itself carries with it even greater problems.’


‘In what way?’ the doctor inquired thoughtfully.


‘You can’t imagine the reaction of the Church if this story breaks out in public. And break it will if no body is discovered.’


‘Why should the Church concern itself with a missing body? Surely that’s a police matter, Father?’ The question was innocent enough on the doctor’s part. The priest guessed that if the doctor had not stopped practicing his faith when he lost his wife in tragic circumstances, he would be more attuned to the religious implications. The priest put his hand on the doctor’s shoulder and smiled whispering softly,


‘How would the Church deal with a second ascension into heaven?’


The doctor stabbed his own forehead with his middle finger and raised his eyes. The penny suddenly dropped.


‘O, for heaven’s sake! Not another Church inquisition on top of everything else!’ The priest nodded slowly and knowingly, his face, though attempting to smile, fell to resignation. The last thing in the world he needed was to be central to this situation. Both stared hard at the bedside cabinet which bore the simply framed photograph of Mary, her Husband, Brendan, and Larry as a child. Nether of them really took in the details of the photo; they were reflecting on their own troubled thoughts, imagining the problems ahead. Both stood for some time collecting their jumbled thoughts. Each of the company was aware of a very distinct perfume wafting throughout the room; neither took too much notice of it, both presuming that it most likely belonged to Lil. The doctor broke the silence as he moved silently into Larry’s bedroom and small play room. There was nowhere on the upper floor capable of hiding a body, short of the attic which was only accessible through a ceiling hatch. He paused for a few moments considering whether or not to look within it but considered it really to be the duty of the police and not himself. The doctor, content that he did all he could to satisfy himself that no deceased person was present above stairs, went below again with the priest following. The doctor continued his search throughout the ground floor as unobtrusively as he could. He was satisfied that there was no body in the house and so turned to Larry.





‘Larry,’ the doctor began, his hand on Larry’s upper back and his voice much softened, yet sufficiently loud for the rest of the company to hear. ‘I need to ask you some questions concerning your mother. Do you understand me?’ Larry searched the faces of his friends and rested a deferential gaze in particular on Father Kevin’s face as though he expected him to answer the doctor’s enquiry instead. The priest, smiling encouragement, nodded his head upward in an expression indicating that it was safe to co-operate with the doctor. With a little hesitation and awkwardness he complied.


‘Yes, doctor. I do understand,’ his lilting Cork city accent was at a higher pitch than the doctor’s. For all his discomfort there was a growing assertiveness in Larry’s voice. The doctor continued.


‘Did your mother die upstairs, Larry, in her own room where she had been sick and confined to bed for several weeks… the same room where I came to see her?’ Larry searched the faces of his friends once again before answering, his forehead lined and quizzical. The company too was wondering where his line of questions was leading. Again, Larry was hesitant with his answer.


‘Yes. Mammy died upstairs,’ he paused before adding with deliberate stress on each word, ‘in – her – own – room.’


‘What happened to your mother, Larry, since we cannot find any trace of her?’ The doctor was looking directly into Larry’s defensive face.


‘She said she was going to heaven and she just disappeared from under me.’ He said all this without the slightest attempt to justify himself.


‘Disappeared from under you …. Can you explain that, Larry?’


‘I was on the bed with her. I was holding on to her.’ Larry’s voiced raised and became more emotional as if reliving the tragedy. ‘I didn’t want her to die. I thought holding on to her might help to stop her dying.’


‘Yet, she did die?’ the doctor repeated for emphasis.


‘Of course she died.’ Larry showed his annoyance and shrugged away from the doctor’s comforting hand. The lad went straight to Lil who immediately continued to rub his back and spoke to him in consoling whispers.


‘It’s ok, Larry. It’s ok. He has to ask these questions. It will be all finished soon.’ She was not convinced as to where the questions were leading. However, she felt that she had reason to trust the doctor who had earlier shared his own traumatic troubles with the whole company. Larry became somewhat more at ease in Lil’s embrace.


The doctor persevered with his questions but not before moving his eyes across the faces before him and spreading his hands apologetically for the necessity of the sensitive nature of his questions. The company indicated their understanding sympathetically. So the doctor was given a general agreed consent to continue.





‘Larry have you ever been to the funeral of a friend or relative before?’


‘Yes, I have, my father’s and his two brothers, Uncle Liam and Uncle Terry.’ The names meant nothing to the doctor.


‘Were they buried or cremated?’ The doctor’s questions grew shorter. He was attempting to hurry away from the obvious strain visible on Larry’s face.


‘Yerrah, they were all buried, doctor! What else would they be?’ Larry annoyance heightened.


‘You understand, then, Larry, that the usual end for any person who dies is to have a funeral and be buried or cremated?’ Larry looked into the faces of his friends once more. They could see his vexation. His expression seemed to say, does he think I’m daft or something? His answer was somewhat hostile.


‘Of course I know that they have to have a funeral and be burred or cremated!’


‘So, you would agree, then, Larry, that in the case of your mother’s death that the situation we find ourselves in is far from being accepted as normal?’


Larry shrugged his shoulders and replied sulkily, ‘Of course it’s not normal.’


The doctor smiled. The company could see the burden of his task fall away from him. They realised now that the doctor’s line of questioning was an attempt to ascertain the mental capacity and state of Larry’s mind and his general ability to comprehend the true reality of the situation in hand.





The doctor waited for some time to allow Larry to calm down. During this period he spoke in whispers to the company stating his intentions to examine Larry physically and enquire after his general health, much as he would do for any of his patients. The lull was an opportunity for refreshments. The general clatter of china was a welcome break from the intense atmosphere that had prevailed over the past hour. Father Kevin’s stomach was beginning to rumble. He smiled at Lil and Seamus who were aware of the sound. The invitation to have a little to eat was written on their faces. ‘A little sandwich wouldn’t go amiss. I better not risk more with a meal prepared and waiting at home.’





The physical examination of Larry offered no concerns. His heart was sound, throbbing out a good strong beat. His pulse was also regular and his leg reflexes were sound. The doctor smiled as he patted Larry’s back and moved aside indicating both his satisfaction and the completion of his work in the house. He deliberately caught Father Kevin’s attention and surreptitiously signed to him with a slight beaconing movement of his head.





‘Father Kevin, you realise we have to call the police in the absence of a body? Whatever Larry claims both of us need to act within the expectations of our office.’ The doctor spoke in whispers as he repacked his scuffed medical bag and took hold of his umbrella that left a pool of rain water where it had fallen over. ‘If you wish me to hold on until the police arrive, Father, I will do so willingly so long as they are able to accommodate us with their presence reasonably soon.’


‘That’s very kind of you doctor Joe. I think that would be helpful in the long run. It may save us all being called at a later date to go over the whole unhappy episode again.’ This agreed, the doctor volunteered to call the police. He informed them of the bare facts and that he and the priest would appreciate a visit at their earliest convenience.





It took the police little more than twenty minutes to arrive, to the express appreciation of both doctor and priest. It was now almost 2.30pm in the afternoon and as the officers entered the house they carried all the signs of heavy rain with them. They wiped their heavy boots on the threadbare piece of door matting. Poor Father Kevin felt like Judas, the betrayer. Yet for the good of all concerned, he thought, it was essential to be absolutely certain that nothing underhand had taken place. Two hefty uniformed Garda faced Father Kevin. He bowed slightly in respectful deference to the professional necessity of their presence. The two officers, a man and woman, removed their dripping peaked caps and returned their own silent nod to the priest, who indeed, was well respected and popular in the town for the very reason of his being with Larry in his time of trouble. Such typified the general pastoral concern that the priest had for all his charge. Their greeting for the doctor was more formal and curt since the severity of his character was widely known throughout the city.


‘Doctor…’ both officers voiced their greeting in unison and with a slight nod of the head. Their greeting then extended less formally to Seamus and Lil.


‘Would you like us to leave?’ Seamus addressed the officers.


‘Are you related to the family?’ The young woman officer inquired, her brow raised, her question put with professional courtesy.


‘I think you will find their presence necessary, officers,’ the priest suggested. ‘It was their initiative that brought our attention to the situation. They are also as close to the family as if they were blood relations. They have been a great and intimate support to the family for many years.’


Since Larry was being comforted at the kitchen table with Lil’s arm about him, the picture spoke volumes to the officers. Larry remained relaxed though still showed all the facial redness of one in recent tears.


‘Enough said.’ The male officer agreed.





Larry was well known to the Garda. He often waved to them or passed the time of day with them on the streets. They knew instinctively, before ever a word was spoken, that this innocent lad before them was incapable of the slightest malice. The truth was that they admired his open innocence and disarming child-like honesty. It was as though Larry anticipated the intention of their visit.


‘Hello officers. Mammy is gone to heaven so she can’t see you just now. But she will be back soon.’





It was a strange phenomenon, Father Kevin thought, as the Garda entered the house, how the authority of uniformed officers always seemed to fill the house with a sudden tangible gravity, as though some unseen omniscient presence manifested itself upon the entire dwelling.


‘God bless you, Larry,’ said the lady officer. ‘Is that an invitation for us to wait for your mammy?’


‘By all means, you’re both welcome to wait, very welcome indeed …’ he added speculatively, ‘but she didn’t say how long she would be.’


‘And how long do you think we might be waiting, Larry?’ The measured question was posed with calm and unhurried sensitivity.


‘Yerrah, she didn’t say how long … but she did say that she would be back soon.’


‘Her male colleague realised that they had to examine the back garden for any signs of a burial. He whispered to his female counterpart to examine it while he would go up to the loft to see if there was any sign of a body there.


‘If you don’t mind, Larry, I will examine the loft above in case there was any damage to the roof from your poor departing mother.’ It was doubtful that the lad would have grasped the irony of the remark. Certainly the officer did not mean it as a cheap jibe or mockery. He used a small wooden domestic type double extension ladder to climb into the loft. He didn’t expect to find anything untoward. He moved about carefully among the wooden beams with the aid of his torch. There was nothing in the slightest way suspicious, nothing more than a collection of cobwebs and trunks full of discarded toys and rusting carpenters’ tools. When the lady officer returned from the back of the house she whispered to her colleague, who was now descending the stairs.


‘The back is a yard. There is no garden. There are no signs of any disturbance.’


The officers examined all other rooms in the house. They found nothing remotely suspicious.


‘That beautiful fragrance, what flowers have you had in here?’ The question was posed by the lady officer.


‘It came when mammy left me and has been here ever since. Isn’t it grand and all?’


‘Grand indeed, Larry,’ she replied, adding, ‘Isn’t it a pity we couldn’t bottle it?’ The whole company laughed at the unintentional witticism; it served to relieve the awkwardness created while the official search proceeded. The sweet aroma was so distinct that the woman officer, a very attractive fair-haired woman in her early thirties, though exaggerated in bulk with her padded and protective uniform, put a further related question. ‘Did no one notice the aroma before me? It is very distinct,’ she added. The entire company looked towards Lil. She expressed questionable surprise with her splayed hands and with one quizzical word leaping from her startled voice.


‘What?’


The company smiled again, all except Larry who failed to grasp the speculative inference. All agreed that they thought it was Lil’s perfume. To which Lil replied, ‘I wish.’ More laughter as her husband Seamus remarked teasingly,


‘Never mind, Lil, I still love you as you are.’


‘Seamus Madden. Are you making impertinent suggestions about my deodorant, or what?’


‘Would I dare, Lil?’ He received a fair kick below the table which took some of the smirk from his face. However, it was all light-hearted banter. Even Larry smiled; he was well accustomed to their teasing.





The male Garda addressed the priest and doctor in private. ‘Well, Father … doctor … we can’t do any more here. We will visit some more neighbours to ascertain when the good lady was last seen by any of them. If all agree that the disappearance cannot be explained. We will be forced to put her on the missing person’s list. Sorry Father. No matter the innocence of Larry’s account, we have to keep our feet on terra firma. I’m sure that should suit you too, Father. I know,’ he added with some concern. ‘The later you are forced to accept the lad’s account, the more the Church will be spared one heck of a hullabaloo.’ He scratched his head and added with a frown: ‘A second Assumption into heaven is, I’m sure, without president, Father, would I be correct?’ He was only reminding the good priest of what was already racing through his mind.


‘We are actually talking about ascension, not an assumption officer. In either case I quite agree with the unwelcome consequences you refer to.’


The departing male officer added, as he held the door open for his colleague,


‘There would be no merit in allowing this to go beyond the few souls that are familiar with the family.’ All agreed with the officer and bid them both good day. The officers replaced their caps and hurried through the rain to their waiting vehicle. Shandon Rise was by now a virtual river running swiftly into the main road as the officers sped away.





Doctor Joe prepared to leave the company after excusing himself in a somewhat discomforted manner … Although much changed in attitude from the traumatic and unexpected experience suddenly thrust upon him, he felt exposed and alone. This experience was not new to Father Kevin who surreptitiously observed the discomfort of the departing doctor. The priest’s heart reached out to him. Father Kevin hurried across the kitchen to make a deliberate point of saying a very personal farewell.


‘Doctor Joe, I would like to thank you for your much appreciated sensitivity to all concerned. I know it cannot have been easy, considering Larry’s state and condition. I hope you might give me the pleasure of an unofficial visit at the presbytery; we might have a jar together?’ The priest looked directly into the doctor’s face with utmost sincerity, followed by a warm inviting smile.


‘I would be happy to accept your invitation, Father Kevin. It’s a long time since I paid a visit to any Church. I feel indebted to you for all the assistance you have given to me today. You have helped much more than you perhaps know. I felt you understood what I have been through. I am sorry it all came out involuntary in a very unprofessional way.’


‘Please, doctor Joe; you have no need to excuse yourself for an involuntary outburst of grief.’ The priest paused and added with gravity, ‘God forbid that any of us should be unfortunate enough or forced to imprison such pain!’


‘The poor doctor was close to tears when he replied, ‘you are a very understanding person, Father Kevin – I feel humbled and fortunate to have met you. It will certainly be my pleasure to come and have a talk with you; and as you say, “to have a jar together.”’ The priest closed the door behind the doctor and gazed absentmindedly at the hallway floor, his thoughts engaged about the doctor’s life. He hoped that the doctor was not going to an empty house and a life void of intimate friends. Presently, he broke away from his immediate thoughts, convinced it was pointless speculation. He felt sure that the doctor would be as good as his word; although he knew he needed to be philosophical about it. Long experience taught him that to hold one’s breath for every one who promised to meet him, but never to be seen again, would be to die waiting. Yet he had a strong feeling about the doctor. He hoped that feeling would prove to be well-founded since he believed that both would benefit from the experiences of each other’s work. The priest gave a warm but hurried farewell to the rest of the company. Assuring all that he would call again soon or when needed. With his blessing on all, he departed into the wet October streets. It was now 4pm by his watch as he sped away to his late afternoon meal, a hazard to which he had grown accustomed.





CHAPTER 5



[image: images]


Delilah Ferret Reporter Investigates


The news of Mary Walsh as a missing person, gleaned from the police report, was given a good deal of coverage in the local newspapers, television and radio. The main coverage fell into the hands of Delilah Ferret, a young unmarried woman of twenty four years, a reporter of remarkable bearing and competence. She was, however, one of those nasty probing individuals with a quick, sharp intelligence, a perfect body … generally used to solicit her trade in any way she could. She drew all her energy and sense of existence and purpose by digging her literary talons deep into her vulnerable prey. She seemed born for that side of the media that had its conception in the gutter of human folly. She was a bully from her earliest days … a manipulator of the most horrid and dangerous sort even during her school and university years. She had a genius for generating trouble, setting friends against each other by telling tales, petty remarks, normally of no consequence among friends, but in her hands, and revealed out of context and proportion, enough to have the most intimate friends at each others’ throats. To think that she actually took the greatest pleasure in such perversion and in the generating of general mayhem, havoc and unease. She lived for this. Her only friends were those who had unwittingly become caught up in the net of her bile, all of whom were broken in turn and made the messengers, the tools of her poisonous pursuits. She knew that she was the object of other’s hatred, yet this knowledge too was a source of perverted pleasure and power for her.





In the office of The City Vanguard, the most widely read Cork city newspaper, Delilah Ferret was considered the backbone of it’s modern liberal views of life. No matter what the issue or story was she was given first choice of coverage. She was a kitten to the editor, both in his office and in his bed; though her sexual permissiveness was no more than a begrudged necessity. He was well aware that she didn’t like sexual intimacies. She would lie as limp as a dead fish. He found the absence of her sexual response both frustrating and infuriating; yet he was ever drawn to her incredible beauty. She refused all kissing on the lips. Not that she was saving herself for someone more worthwhile; she simply experienced the whole sexual thing as disgusting, and especially kissing. She could just about bear to be kissed on the face. Ferret didn’t have the slightest love for the editor; he was a necessary evil and convenience so long as he served her need to retain her status as goddess of the gutter in the news office. The editor Brendan Hawkswood, a forty-five year old married man with two adult children, was well aware of the atmosphere of hatred against her among the other journalists in the newsroom. He believed that she kept the other run-of-the-mill-reporters in their place and in competition with each other. All her fellow journalists, men and women alike, were not just weary of her, they were terrified. Jobs were scarce. Her colleagues acknowledged her presence with grimacing deference and sickly smiles. For her part she gloried in their deference and fawning subjection. She took the greatest pleasure in setting them against each other simply to gloat over their discomfiture and fall out. This was the vampire set loose on the story of Mary Walsh, the missing mother of her son, Larry.





She knew in her gut that there had to be mileage to the story of this particular old Lady with the peculiar halfwit-of-a-boy, as she referred to Larry. Ferret was very shrewd. She avoided calling at Larry’s Mardyke home. Every sinister instinct of her twisted mind calculated that he would have able friends to support him. No. She knew it was only a question of time when she would meet him alone on the streets. It seemed to have been Larry’s lot in life to walk the city streets with his mother or his with his close neighbours, the Madden family. Larry’s neighbours usually took Larry for walks when his mother was unable to. Larry was free with his greetings to all. This, Miss Ferret had gleaned from street gossip. It took her the whole week of a very cold December to fall upon her prey. She spent several days waiting in a small inconspicuous old Volkswagen snooping car, usually parked in alternative spots along the narrow road of Shandon Rise. She only used her silver lotus for pleasure. She wore a dark blue padded weather coat, and faded light blue jeans and a light grey thermal head covering. Her silken blond hair hung from under her head-covering. The clothing did not flatter her exceptional and distinct beauty. Normally, her appearance was the kind of image you would expect to find posing seductively on glossy magazines or on the catwalks of high fashion. Her disguise was in keeping with her trade and personality. Even her natural beauty was little more than a door to hell for the unsuspecting fool unfortunate enough to solicit her charms. There was no pressure put on her time by the editor. When she decided to hand in the copy of her story, he knew it was guaranteed to blast off on the front page; she never failed. Her success meant money, position and power for Ferret, the newspaper and for the editor, in that distinct order. Hawkswood, the editor, had a secure future so long as his marriage to the owner’s daughter remained intact.





Ferret’s waiting paid off. One frosty morning in early December Larry left the house alone. He wandered by the Mardyke River wall that ran along the main road. It was a beautiful setting. An avenue of swaying elm trees gave the road a distinct elegance. Larry was dressed in a dark blue, warm padded jacket with broad white and red stripes. He wore a black thermal head cover pulled over his ears to keep out the early December frost. The water running along the river’s course was so clear that Larry could see the sparkling stones glinting from the riverbed. He leaned with both arms on the frost-covered stone wall – his hands clenched in a double fist. He watched strips of emerald streaming weeds ride the playing waters. These floating streamers suddenly engulfed his distraught mind as he thought of Christmas … Christmas without his beloved mammy. Suddenly he saw a vision of his mammy and daddy and himself swinging happily in their outstretched arms. They were all laughing in delight. Tears streamed down his face. The sparkle from the rippling river was hypnotic. It seemed to his swirling mind that even the river was sharing tears for his mammy. It was early Saturday morning with very few people about. As Larry leaned over the frosty wall he was only half conscious of the talking voice of his family coming from the crystal waters. As the vision of his family faded into the running waters he left out a piercing scream. His forehead now buried into the gloved fists of his hands. Scream after hysterical scream rang out into the streets. Passers-by thought him a drunk or a druggie suffering the horrors and aftermath of his own folly. His face was red and awash in blinding tears. Never in all his life did he feel as alone as he did at this very moment, more so because he couldn’t even hold onto the phantoms of his visions. The poor lonely soul was utterly demented out of his mind, beyond all control. Added to his present wretched state, he was experiencing a recurrent nightmare ever since the death of his poor mother, and so found it impossible to get his usual uninterrupted sleep. His disturbing dreams cast him on a desert island all alone without shelter or food. He was aware of many ships passing both day and night. He could see that the passengers and crews of the ships were aware of his predicament, but all they would do was wave to him as he waved back franticly for help. They were always too far away from him to be of any help. His frantic nightmare always ended in the same way. The captain of one particular ship would stop and send a motor launch to the beach to pick him up. The crew always comprised of his next door neighbours, Seamus, Lil and children. The family would take him on board, their faces beaming with joy and offering him all the food and drink he desired. Then all would make their way back to ship, at which point Larry would wake up, usually soaked in perspiration. Larry felt so alone. Although his nightmares varied in detail, he had a gut feeling, an understanding of his own, that the only people who he could really rely upon were the Maddens. Every one else was friendly but too busy with their own lives to care with any degree of intimacy. People in general, Larry felt, were like ships passing in the night. Such was his general feeling of isolation and utter loss and sense of despair.





‘How’s your dear mother, Larry … Any news…?’ Ferret, the journalist, forced her attention on him as he leaned on the frost-covered wall; her intrusion into his grief shocked him out of his distraught turbulence. She looked down into his face with the sweetest smile. Her voice was inviting and warm. She read his startled face and could see the discomfort in the furrowed lines between his grey blue eyes. There was no reciprocal smile on his tear-run face. Although Larry was usually open and exceptionally friendly to most people, he was taken off guard by Ferret’s intrusion. His expression was one of total confusion and loss; he couldn’t quite figure out why.





‘I don’t think I know you,’ he remarked still wearing a tense expression, which was really out of character for him; usually he was the one to greet strangers in his innocent mannerly way.


‘Of course you don’t know me, Larry. I do apologise for my intrusion.’ She stuck a gloved hand almost into his face as he was turning around to face her. Involuntary, he stood erect and took her hand but not before he removed his thermal glove as a habitual sign of respect taught to him by his beloved parents.


‘Delilah Ferret, Larry. We printed the news of your missing mother in our newspaper …. Glad to meet you.’ Her smile was icy, little more than self-asserting intrusion – a total indifference to his utter bewildered state of grief. She had heard his piercing screams but brushed them aside as the ranting of a lunatic, which she believed him to be.


‘… Any news at all, Larry? You know that you are both widely known throughout the city … you and your dear mother.’ Her flattery was put as a carrot before a stubborn donkey to make it advance forward. That was how she considered him. Larry simply shrugged his shoulders and remarked curtly,


‘So what…?’


‘Odd though … don’t you think, Larry …? Gosh!’ She exclaimed in childlike pretence, ‘if it was my mother who was missing, I most certainly would not be leaning on this frosty Mardyke wall early on a Saturday morning. Gosh …!’ She exclaimed once again in pretence of concern. ‘I would be out looking for her myself. I certainly wouldn’t depend on the police or anyone else, I wouldn’t be looking into a river hoping she might turn up there.’ Her remarks were beginning to peel at Larry’s smarting wounds. Something deep within his instinct that he could not articulate in his state convinced him that his first defensive reaction to her intrusion was well founded.


‘Of course I’m not looking for mammy in the river,’ he snapped. ‘She’s gone to heaven and she is coming back to help me, mammy promised ….’ This comment and Larry’s snapping at her ignited an explosion of contempt within her. The fruit of the nut was revealed, she thought. Attack the Church for filling an innocent’s head with manipulating nonsense, she thought. She had an angle of one aspect of the story, if all else failed. She knew the Catholic Church in Ireland was awash in scandal and with ever-dwindling congregations.





She took no notes … used no pen or pencil … didn’t bother with any journalist’s jotter; she relied solely on a tiny daisy broach barely visible on the lapel of her padded jacket. The yellow centre of the daisy was a clever little microphone wired up to a small digital recorder in the inner pocket of her coat. Miss Ferret didn’t miss a trick. In fact her private recordings were kept in a secure vault which contained all the poison of every person of consequence that crossed her path; it included the editor of her newspaper. He too was recorded and filed; their most intimate conversations in bed were to Ferret an assured investment, dare he dismiss her on any pretext … he too would be in for a rude awakening when it suited her. Scandal was the life blood of her existence … the fangs of her depraved world … a world where she was the shining light at the expense of her prey’s dark follies. She also kept a small digital camera in her jacket pocket.





‘How do you know that your good mammy has gone to heaven?’ She continued probing with provocation. ‘I mean, did you see her ascend … go up like a rocket or something?’ She wanted Larry to snap again – hoping for some more nonsense to distort.


‘I know she disappeared from under me as I lay on the bed crying and holding onto her. I didn’t want her to die, to be taken away from me. I loved her so much. Now I have no family. She just died and disappeared. The doctor examined the house; the priest examined the house; the officers examined the house; and my friends Lil and Seamus, my next door neighbours, they too examined the house. Mammy just disappeared. She could not be found. In any case,’ he added matter-of-factly, ‘she said she had to go to heaven to ask holy God to help me.’


The more she heard of this crap, the more she felt utter contempt for all who put this nonsense into his head. Not that she cared a tinker’s toss for Larry or his grieving predicament. Ferret, a Catholic by upbringing, was by choice and lifestyle a vehement atheist and equally as vehement an opponent of the Church and every other religion having a supposed Creator God in its creed. Her life’s creed was instinctively Darwinist and evolutionary and all stations to outright and unadulterated Atheism, vehemently expressed in “The God Delusion.” by Richard Dawkins, the “mechanism man,” as some Creationist’s mockingly named him, because they saw in his science a purely genetic view of humanity; how man came into being through evolution … man who was capable of great things but ultimately was no more than a collection of genes surviving for their own ends. But this, according to the fundamental Creationist’s camp, was utter nonsense. They saw genes as no more than the machinery, the slaves, the mechanisms at the service of the driver, human intelligence. Genetics didn’t do anyone’s thinking for them.





Delilah Ferret used her atheist conviction as a means to live on the outer edge of every virtuous norm. Her conviction told her that since there can’t be a God, all human morality, ethics, Law and order, human virtue, were all no more than a bit in the mouth to control the ineffectual. Her motto was, Grab all you can, any way you can, because you pass this way only once; and since there is no ultimate consequence to one’s behaviour beyond the grave, you might as well live life as if you alone were its most important subject. Obstacles, human or otherwise, were there to be pushed aside or walked upon if need be. Her belief was that any kind of order usually favoured the rich, powerful and privileged few who controlled its boundaries. That is where she wanted to belong; even in such a privileged society, she would use it for her own ends and by every means possible. She was, in short, very much drawn to nihilism, the rejection of all religious and moral principles; the doctrine that nothing has real existence.





Ferret, now filled with utter contempt, wasted no more of her precious time with Larry. She didn’t even bother with the courtesy of bidding him good day; she just walked away to her Volkswagen and sped away, leaving Larry to his frosty scene and to stare after the black smoke billowing our from her snoop’s car. He looked after her … his mouth open … his face a total stage of incomprehension. Inwardly he thought that she must be the rudest woman he ever met. What would mammy and daddy make of her? He thought quietly to himself.





Later in the morning Ferret visited Larry’s doctor after making an appointment to see him, making pretence of her concern for Larry. Once the doctor realised that she was form The City Vanguard, he showed her the door out very swiftly. The only information she gleaned from him was that, ‘Yes, he did see Larry. Yes, he was aware of his loss and his missing mother.’ He offered no more and made her aware in a most waspish expression, of a patient’s right to privacy. She left his practice in grimaced irritation. He would be another target for the future. With all the patients in the practice, with five other doctors, there was bound to be a slip up sooner or later. She had all the time in the world, she thought. His fall would await the pleasure of another day, she considered with neurotic venom.





Later in the afternoon Ferret visited Larry’s neighbours. When she introduced herself as a reporter from The City Vanguard, Both Seamus and Lil scowled at her. They were raging with vexation.


‘You’re some fecken bitch!’ said Lil, the veins in her neck rippling with white anger.’


‘Don’t you dare call me a bitch … you don’t know me from the man in the moon,’ Ferret retorted with equal vehemence.


‘Don’t know you … you little brat,’ said Seamus, equally outraged. He continued – his face red with temper. ‘You left that poor lad in a right mess this morning after poking your snotty nose into his grief and his personal business. God woman! You’ve got some bloody gall! Go on, feck off out of here before I set the dogs on yeah. You bloody hard-faced bastard.’ Lil pulled her husband from the door and slammed the door in her face but not before she shouted after her:


‘Go back and wipe your arse with that rag you call a newspaper. Go on with yeah; you bloody bitch; feck off.’





The Maddens were not in the habit of being so rude to strangers. They were normally very welcoming to all. It was their natural way. Their large circle of family and friends rooted them in a hospitable culture and character. Parties were thrown in their house at the slightest excuse. However, when Larry came to them for his lunch the same day after encountering Ferret, he was in tears; he revealed his meeting with some woman from a newspaper. It left his good neighbours and friends picking up the pieces of Larry’s shattered day.





Miss Ferret left the Maddens in a state of white rage. She was half crazed in broiling temper as she sped off to her home. She didn’t want anyone to see her so out of control. As she entered her lavish apartment and slammed the door shut on herself; she removed her fur-lined boots and flung them at the wall; she ripped off her padded coat as if it were a personal enemy that dared embrace her and flung it across the apartment, then burst into tears; still shaking in rage.





She had no certain plans for the evening and decided to stay in for the night to try to regain her lost composure. After slamming her digital pocket recorder into the security of her combination safe, an instinctive defensive habit, she grabbed a bottle of whisky from a well-stocked bar and poured out a half tumbler of the amber liquid, spilling a good quantity of it as her hands rattled the bottle and glass in pulsating spasms. Her mind spun out of control. She craved to do damage…to make someone pay for this day. She could never have foreseen that the earlier success she had achieved with Larry’s vulnerable condition would backfire on her and leave her sense of self-importance in such shattered discomposure. She had met her match in Larry’s neighbours.





As she slowly regained some semblance of control, helped by the effects of the amber liquid, she tried to focus her mind on all the connections, as she thought of them, in any way related to Larry Walsh and his missing mother. She meant to visit the priest later on the Saturday evening, but since it was late and the priest would have a vigil service for the weekend, so she figured; and given her unexpected rejection from the Maddens, she thought she would leave the priest until Monday. She presumed, rightly or wrongly, that he might be more amenable to an interview if she avoided his workload on the Sunday; it was for her own advantage, not the priest’s.





Ferret had no real friends. Anyone who got close to her she made subservient and deferential; they became mere objects of her use rather than the subjects of her love or affection; all were kept at arm’s length. To any other person in her position in life, one might be able to speak meaningfully of their loneliness. However, in her case, she was too self-possessed … too self-indulgent … too wrapped up in her own imagined self-importance to experience a conscious sense of loneliness. It was akin to the lunatic having no concept of what most people considered “normal”. She alone stood firm while the rest of the population were kept in orbit round her; she was the sun in her own universe where all else depended upon her existence; a solipsist to the core … her own existence being all there was to life.





She fell into a drunken sleep before the TV. Even in her dreams she was fighting a war with the world outside the impregnable fortress of The City Vanguard; naturally she was the heroine, slaying all before her with un-wavering energy and confidence. She was young, for sure; even so, she was a classic candidate for a mental institution at some stage in her life. Her neurotic existence, would eventually, burn out like any overloaded fuse. However, like so many who are young and lacking the experience of age in body and mind, convince themselves of their own invincibility.





She awoke late on Sunday morning with a hangover. She gazed with bleary eyes at the half used bottle of whiskey. She cursed her abuse and set about making breakfast. Her watch, after several bleary-eyed attempts to focus on it, told her it was 11.30am. She raised her hands defensively to shield her eyes from the bright December sun. The pastel-blue vertical window blinds had been left open all night. Under normal circumstances she took pride in keeping her luxurious apartment in pristine condition. Now she just kicked aside last night’s debris from the floor where she had flung all her outer clothing. She decided, with tottering deliberation, to leave the cleaning until she felt more composed. She forced herself to eat some buttered toast and finished two mugs of steaming coffee. The aroma of the toast helped in part to take away the stink and staleness of her alcohol-fumed breath. She was usually fastidious about her meals and personal cleanliness, even though she always dined alone. She finished her skimpy breakfast with her eyes closed the whole time, the coffee mug in one hand and the other hand propping up her chin. After forty-five minutes on her watch, which she removed after reading it, she stripped off completely and went into the wet room to have a shower.





She had a perfect, beautiful body. Hers was not the skeletal beauty of the catwalks that belonged to high fashion. It seemed such a wasted gift on Delilah Ferret who was so rotten to the core on the inside. No amount of washing could ever cleanse her character. As the suds of the shower gel and steaming spray slid swiftly down the contours of her beautiful body, her hands were pressed into her hair with some force as if she was washing the hateful world out of it. After drying off, she put on a beautiful blue, Chinese-patterned, silk dressing gown and set about blow-drying her silken blond hair. Fresh coffee followed in the process. The noise of the dryer and boiling kettle irritated her strained nerves.





Her lounge comprised of a long black settee and three easy chairs to match … all square-shaped; a glass oval-shaped tabletop carried by glinting brushed aluminium legs … a flat silver-coloured T.V. set and music centre to match. She rarely fully opened the vertical powder-blue blinds that swept across the walls of glass surrounding her apartment; instead, she walked about in their striped shadows like a camouflaged prowling cat or sat listening to documentaries on T.V. or listening to soothing relaxation music or Gregorian chant which contradicted her nasty character. It was as if she was at home with the symbiotic contradiction of religious hatred, yet cherry-picking from the genre of its music so long as it fulfilled her own ends. The doors of her apartment were painted to correspond with a general powder blue theme. Light coloured cushions served to prevent the apartment from taking on the atmosphere of a funeral parlour; the entire flat took on an elegant appearance with the use of ultra modern materials. The apartment rarely appeared to be used; it usually gave the strong impression of pristine newness and a certain sense of luxury mixed with a distinct coldness. The entire floor space comprised of hardwood parquet flooring highly glossed in a very tough coating; there were also some white crescent-shaped mats close to her seating.





Her personal choice of reading comprised mainly of three areas of interest: ancient world histories, from the primitive to the ancient civilisations and cultures of Egypt, Greece, Rome, China and other emerging cultures of the period; the second group of literature was modern and some ancient philosophies and primitive religions: she was particularly conversant with the likes of Jean-Paul Sartre, usually associated with being an atheist existentialist, Friedrich Nietzsche, who was explicitly opposed to Christianity as involving a slave morality; she also had works on Darwinism, and the more recent works of Stephen Hawking, A Brief History of Time; and several works by Richard Dawkins including The Selfish Gene; River Out of Eden and The God Delusion, the latter’s books usually works deliberately written as polemics against all religions, especially those that specifically believed in a divine God as the origin of creation and as a Divine Being of human worship She was by choice and character a Nihilist, one who rejects all established authority and institutions. From these works and her general attitude to life, it was plain to see where her insatiable diet for anti-religion was fed. The last category mainly consisted of the lighter side of life. She had many videos of rugby, football, and boxing.





She had no interest in sports usually associated with women. In fact her general hostility towards women as the giggling playthings of men and the painted clowns of the cosmetic industry filled her with a loathing that was seriously neurotic. She avoided parties in general, refusing to hide her icy irritation with frivolous small talk. She preferred the company of men, but not for their benefit. For all her anti-social traits, she would endure any situation that promised to further her sniping career supplying the victims that had fallen from grace to be cremated in the acrid ink of The City Vanguard. She rarely failed to come up with the metaphorical corpses of human folly … nor did she fail to meet deadlines. That was not for the benefit of her editor … he too was a pending corpse when it suited her to destroy him. No. It served her needs to kick life in the face at her own indulged convenience. Human misery was the blood she sucked for the stimuli of her own depraved existence.





CHAPTER 6



[image: images]


Ferret visits the Priest –Nell’s supporting role


Monday came with a bitterly cold and powerful wind storming its way across Cork city; blasting at every swinging sign and tearing madly at demented flags, whistling and screaming through every building. Miss Ferret was driving along the wind-battered streets to keep an appointment she had made with Father Kevin Noonan at St. Patrick’s Parish Church presbytery. She purposely used her second car, a silver-grey Lotus. She was sure that its appearance outside the windows of the presbytery would be an irritation to the priest, of whom she was informed, on good authority, lived a frugal existence in a spirit of empathy and solidarity with the starving poor of the Third World and for the poor of his own unemployed people of Ireland in general. His world was lived in the spirit of the call from the wider Church to live simply. As she pulled up outside the presbytery windows, so she gave the horn a good strong blast to create as much attention as possible of her momentous arrogant arrival and better for the car to be seen. The net curtains of the house were drawn apart, much to her delight. She waved a mocking gloved hand to the priest with an attitude of utter indifference to the polite norms of a visitor. Father Kevin allowed the curtain to slide and reposition itself, but not before he took a mental snapshot of the silver Lotus. He noted the quality of the visitor’s ankle-length morning-grey overcoat with its generous fur-lined hood and the flaps of its pockets and lapels tastefully contrasted in black velvet. She wore high comfortable fur-lined boots, those too in a beautiful light shade of grey. She was every inch the lady of luxury and very self-willed. He noted too her rich sparkling clear blue eyes. He took his time in answering the constant noise of the doorbell where she fixed her gloved finger. As well as keeping her finger on the bell she knocked loud and constantly hoping to cause as much upheaval and disturbance as possible. She was certainly making a bold statement of her arrival, the priest thought.





He opened the heavy bottle-green door and offered his hand saying with a dismissive smirk, sufficient to deflate her arrogance, ‘Mrs. Murphy, Yes? Is it about the church cleaning, or are you her daughter?’ The priest held his smirking expression; a battle of wits had instinctively begun. Ferret was taken aback. She refused to take his hand, which the priest promptly withdrew. She could not have imagined a priest putting her down like that.


‘I have an appointment with you, in case you have forgotten. My name is Ferret, Delilah Ferret.’ she retorted, visibly irritated.


‘Ah, yes; from The Ireland’s Own, Yes?’ The priest was really mocking her now, all the while braving the blasting wind at the door so that she would be made as uncomfortable as possible. Ferret snapped at the priest.


‘I am not in the habit of reading comics,’ she retorted contemptuously. [Ireland’s Own was a simply-produced, non-glossy weekly magazine, a favourite among traditionalists across Ireland and way beyond its shores. It had something for everyone; it was aimed specifically at family entertainment and interest with something for all ages including very young children who could join in with colouring simple pictures. It contained many traditional pieces, including ghost stories; contacts for pen friends; outstanding potted biographies of the renowned world and local characters; there were facts on science and world cultures. It’s most guarded and prized character which was held in great esteem both by its owner, editor and readers, was the fact that nothing smutty, not even a hint of it would be allowed onto its pages. That was the main point of the priest’s deliberate sarcasm. The contrast between Irelands Own and the supposedly sophisticated newspaper, The City Vanguard, were worlds apart]


The Madden family, the new guardians of Larry had already warned the priest concerning Ferret’s meeting with the vulnerable, grieving Larry.


‘I work for a mature paper – The City Vanguard – designed for intelligent and mature discerning adults.’ Ferret spat out each phrase pausing between each.


‘Ah, yes.’ Father Kevin returned with pretence at being harmlessly philosophical.


‘There is always that, maturity and discernment … like the need to leave the meat of a shot pheasant to hang and rot before considering it suitable for human consumption. I suppose ’tis all a matter of taste, eh?’ By now the priest was fully prepared to swap insulting inferences with her.


Ferret made no reply; instead, she brushed past him in the dark hallway to force her way out of the powerful, blasting wind. The priest stepped back in exaggerated fashion to emphasise her lack of manners, respect and common decency. It seemed to him that no amount of his obvious displeasure was going to make one iota of change to her arrogant manner.





He pointed her to the lounge, the room from where he had been made aware of her arrival. She was ushered to a hard dining room chair; his usual ploy for those he hoped would not be staying long. He also favoured such a seat for himself as a support for his troublesome back – a relic from his building site days before he joined the priesthood. The priest’s gesture for her to take a hardback seat was wasted on her since he shared the same choice for himself. Before she sat down she removed her warm coat and flung it aside onto a nearby faded-brown, leather easy chair.





As she placed herself on the hard chair the priest was forced to swallow a great lump in his throat. Miss Ferret, with her breath-taking beauty was virtually naked in her choice of dress. Not only was the cleavage in her silken white shirt little more than a bikini top, the transparent silken top also revealed quite plainly that she was not using a bra at all. The warm glow of her youthful firm breasts and nipples were clearly visible. To add to the priest’s further discomfort and distraction, she wore the flimsiest of grey skirts, little more than a pelmet. As she sat there, her silk white panties clearly showing, she pretended to be looking about her as though eying up the character of the old fashioned dark polished furniture in the room. She suddenly turned to stare directly at the priest. She could see without any shadow of doubt that he was totally transfixed with distraction.





Before either of them opened the meeting, Nell, the elderly housekeeper, entered the sweetly-perfumed room. The priest, fortunately, had taken precautions to arrange for her presence. Indeed, whenever there was the least cause for concern, as with the present situation, Nell would naturally be included in the meeting. The half naked Miss Ferret had never reckoned on or made provisions for the likelihood of such an event. That in itself indicated that she was not a regular attendant at church, or she would have know about the presence of his housekeeper.





Nell took one glance at the half-smirking and surprised young woman in the chair and immediately left the room to return within seconds with a red-patterned travelling rug which she promptly wrapped round the visitor in a flurry of pretentious motherly concern.





‘You poor child … you must be frozen to the bone. Father Kevin, why do you keep the place so cold on a December morning with the wild wind outside strong enough to blow the very house asunder?’ As she spoke, Nell winked surreptitiously at Father Kevin; he knew perfectly well that the room was comfortably warm and that all Nell’s antics were elaborate ploys for Father Kevin’s benefit and dignity. All the while Nell spoke she could feel the beautiful visitor wriggling to remove the blanket. Nell held on as if wrestling with a wilful child. Nell’s actions, which would be considered extreme under most circumstances, were eventually accepted as the youthful journalist found it too embarrassing to continue the struggle.





‘You poor child, did your mammy bring you here in the car? Dear! Dear! Dear! Imagine the kind of a mother who would allow her little child to come out at all in this weather and only half dressed. Oh dear! Oh dear! What kind of times do we live in at all? Would you like some hot milk, or a glass of orange?’ Nell continued to hold on to the visitor and yet at the same time to pat her cheek as one might a little child. All the fuss and motherly exaggeration only served to exasperate the journalist. However, Ferret had two choices, as she read the situation; either she stays, but wrapped up like one rescued from drowning, or fling off the blanket and storm out. One thing was certain; she knew instinctively that if she dared to uncover herself now in the presence of this formidable over-protecting silver-haired, old grandmother, she would be tossed out on her beautiful arse. To add insult to injury Nell continued to make much of sniffing around the journalist purposely to provoke her in the hope that she might loose all sense of control and storm out.


‘Child,’ said Nell, with her brow lined in quizzical mockery, ‘has someone washed you in disinfectant? Gosh! It’s fierce powerful and no mistake.’ She turned to Father Kevin who was fit to burst a gut trying to contain his inward hysterics. ‘Do you not get the smell, Father? Aren’t you quick enough to complain if you can smell the fish cooking from the kitchen?’ The truth was that the perfume worn by the journalist was not just outrageously expensive; it also had the most beautiful fragrance. This pretence of scolding the parish priest seemed in some extraordinary way to pacify the journalist; who really wished that the old grandmother-of-a-housekeeper would just drop dead and leave herself to deal with the priest. Before sitting beside Father Kevin, the old silver-haired housekeeper pinched the journalist’s cheek in mock imitation of an act more in keeping for a child. The journalist took a deep breath and put a strained damper on her mounting irritation before she gained some semblance of self control. Now she spoke with some deliberation and sarcasm.





‘Now, hopefully, this bloody pantomime is over, we can get on with the reason for my being here.’ She didn’t wait for a reply. As dazzlingly beautiful as she was, her expression was of one ready to spit poison. She continued. Her beautiful silk, shoulder-length blond hair swung about her pouting, sulky face, animating her irritation. ‘I had a meeting with the son of the missing woman, what’s her name …?’


‘Mary Walsh ….’ The priest interrupted her immediately and added grimly, ‘ah, yes, the unofficial meeting by the Mardyke River wall early on Saturday morning. Yes, indeed. The Madden family, his neighbours and friends, were forced to console the tearful lad for the rest of the day.’ The priest grimaced. Nell was well aware of the incident; she too looked severe and added:


‘A terrible shame that. I didn’t realise your superiors allowed a teenage apprentice journalist to carry on in such a fashion.’


‘Look, I came to interview you, Father Noonan, not your grandmother too.’ The housekeeper held back from reacting to the journalist’s designed insult. The priest responded.


‘You don’t attend St. Patrick’s church, do you Miss Ferret?’


‘What the hell has that got to do with anything?’ she snapped angrily.


‘Well, Miss, if you were using our church, or any Catholic church in the city, you would know that a priest is not accustomed to being left on his own with under-aged teenagers on their own, unless of course, you wish me to hear your confession, in which case you may come to the church and have open confession. Nell, here, would be glad to facilitate without overhearing either of us. This … for both our protection, you understand.’


‘I’m no teenager, nor am I in need of confession to a God who doesn’t exist.’





‘Now there’s a surprise for us all, Father Kevin,’ Nell intervened. ‘She hasn’t left her teenage years yet … Imagine that! You know, Father, I always knew that one day I would meet up with a perfect saint; free from all stain of sin. And now I have met one, so beautiful and all; sure ’tis no wonder she doesn’t need confession. She doesn’t need to believe in God; sure, isn’t the child already saved … I mean, being free from all stain of sin. Isn’t that a grand thing to encounter on a cold December Monday?’ The Journalist didn’t react to the housekeeper’s mockery.





‘Of course you’re not in need of confession,’ the priest intervened. It is a pity really, Miss Ferret.’ Father Kevin was now studying her face as he pursued his point. ‘You know, Miss Ferret, confession is a great relief to the soul and in the hands of the right confessor, it can lead to a deeper appreciation of one’s self and one’s motives for doing the things we do. We can all benefit from it either at a psychological level that promotes self-understanding, or at the spiritual level that brings us closer to an authentic sense of closeness to the God who draws us to himself in a communion of love. You see, Miss Ferret, none of us can love God when we are full of hate within ourselves for other people.’





‘If you have quite finished your sermon …’ Miss Ferret’s face was now contorted with utter contempt for the company; her attitude was aimed at both of them. She resented their smug offensiveness and their superior attitudes. ‘Confessions!’ she spat the word out with utter revulsion; more so because she had already made her atheist position clear.





Nell’s jibes and sarcasms were completely out of character for her; she was usually the soul of discretion with long-practiced courtesy, even more so with strangers. Her present attitude to Miss Ferret was really in support, respect and protection for her friend and priest. Nell was far from feeling comfortable with her own defensive attitude; it came as if the priest was a little child in need of protection from Ferret’s designed seduction. On Ferret’s part, she never missed a trick to compromise her prey.





Nell had the deepest love for the priest in a motherly way. They had been staunch friends from the onset of his first appointment after his ordination in his thirtieth year. Now in his fiftieth, she was as close as ever to him. As housekeeper she always moved with him whenever he was expected to take over a new parish. He didn’t treat her like one of the housekeepers of old who were kept at arm’s length. No. In Nell’s case, he shared with her the deepest and lightest conversation … as intimate as sole friends will.





Ferret returned to pursue her subject. ‘This strikes at the very purpose of my being here,’ she pressed onward with her dismissal of the priest’s patronising attitude, as she experienced it. ‘That poor distraught Lad … what’s-his-name …?’ She paused awkwardly, to her own embarrassment.


‘Ah! Of course,’ the priest intervened sarcastically, ‘your deep concern for Larry, no doubt, is the cause of your temporary lapse of memory.’ Nell’s chin dug deeper into her chest in an effort to prevent her from smiling, but not before Ferret became aware of her supporting mockery. Ferret didn’t react outwardly to either of them; inwardly, her hatred was given yet another layer of her bitter compost. She pressed on:


‘This, lad …’


‘Larry,’ the priest interjected.


‘This lad …’ she repeated, ignoring to the priest’s goading. ‘He insists that his mother …’ she stumbled over her name.


‘His dear mammy, Mary, God be good to her.’ The priest was just slightly less mocking.


‘Anyway …. He insists that she is gone to heaven and is coming back to visit him. My problem with all this, Father Noonan,’ she dragged out his name contemptuously; ‘is the false support that the Church gives to his likes in their loss.’


‘Of course, Miss Ferret, your gracious concern for the family may be misunderstood, given that your initial coverage of Mary’s death inferred the likelihood of foul play, even murder; and your goading of the grieving lad by the Mardyke River seemed more like your hope of entrapping the innocent lad into compromising him in order that you might animate the columns of the slop bucket you refer to as a newspaper. Your deliberate speculation, with regard to the innuendos in your article, created a large shadow of suspicion on the grieving lad’s life … as if his pain was not already more than he could bear.’





The yokes of respect and decency were removed from the Priest’s and Ferret’s vying minds; both were now in the front line of confrontation and insult … trenches had been dug by both hostile parties.


‘No, Miss Ferret,’ the priest continued: ‘I think that Larry will be shown more love, care, and support and respect from his supporting community that has his best interests at heart; these are people close to God.’ The priest’s grey-blue eyes burned in his unflinching hostile glare at Ferret.





‘What part of, there is no such person as God, do you both fail to understand? I mean … really.’ She struggled to free her hands from being wrapped up like a mummy in the red-checked travel blanket. It was all very comical, the priest thought. When she did manage it, she was careful to keep her provocative semi-nakedness covered; she didn’t want a repetition of the earlier wrestling match that resulted in a farcical embarrassing pantomime. Once free she extended her delicate hands in an expression of incredulity as she continued in mocking contempt. ‘I mean to say … evolution is proven and scientifically established without any shadow of doubt to any intelligent person. Let’s face it, we are all no more than intelligent animals, at least some of us are,’ she added, directing her insult and contempt at the two facing her; considering them both as roving dinosaurs who should be hung up by now in a museum. To nail her point home she added: ‘No brain, Father Noonan, means no after life; we are our brain. You only get one bite at this life’s apple. When was the last time you heard of anyone come back from the dead?’ Delilah Ferret was on home ground now; her confidence beamed in the smugness of her contemptuous grimace.





‘Of course you will not be familiar with the Holy Bible, Miss Ferret, will you?’ the priest remarked provocatively. How Jesus appeared to witnesses … his followers, after his death.’


‘Bible …! Bloody bible …! Holy …! Holy be damned! The only thing holy about that collection of mumbo jumbo is that its holiness goes with it being full of holes … a collection of fairytales … Jewish tribalism … mere Jewish propaganda designed to intimidate their surrounding neighbours and control their own gullible, fear-subjected nation; an autocracy of religious zealots and dictators, taking their cue from the Egyptian pharaoh’s who kept them in slavery and subjection for decades. Don’t you realise that most of the troubles in the Middle East today have their roots in the history of those so called God-favoured, God’s chosen people? Occupying by force the lands of the surrounding pagans at the so-called consent and direction of a slaughtering war-hungry God? An authority hell bent on justifying their nonsense merely to prevent intermarriage with uncircumcised pagans. And yet it was quite in order to put all the conquered pagan inhabitants under the ban! Put simply, Father Noonan, the ban meant the butchery of innocent men women and children.’ Her very expression was one of utter contempt and rage … her voice echoing loudly in the room. The expression of disgust on her face was sufficient to burn holes in her antagonists opposite.


‘Ah!’ said the priest mockingly,’ when she had paused from her diatribe, ‘so you do believe as factual, some events at least in the Holy Bible. Maybe you could be accused of cherry-picking the passages that serve your contempt for God and all who believe in the Son who came to reveal his character of Love for all peoples. Perhaps you have never considered that if it had not been for Jewish prophetic wisdom and their ongoing development, that we might all be still worshipping the images and idols of animals, human figureheads of authority such as the dynasties of the pharaohs, the pantheon of Roman gods and emperors and kings, the planets, and all Greek mythology; all of these believed by the masses to have divine status, as many still believe in today. Have you never read John’s Gospel where God is said to be Love, that never to have loved was never to have known God? Or have you never experienced the development of the Jewish people who came to understand that God, indeed, “… has no favourites?” These being the words of Peter, himself a Jew, as he spoke to Cornelius and his household who had converted to faith in Christ. Or have you never read Paul’s words, and he one of the staunchest of Jews of his time; how he came to the same conclusion when he acknowledged that, God makes no distinctions between Jew or Greek; male of female; slave or free?’


‘And who is cherry-picking now, Father Noonan? We all know how much your own Roman Church makes many distinctions between the status of men and women.’ She took a perverse and mocking delight in drawing out his name in contemptuous syllables. She added. ‘Would this be the same Son of God who promised to burn God’s created creatures in Hell, in a fire that will never go out?’


Ferret added: ‘all this, because this so-called Creator gave us a natural disposition for imperfection? Do me a favour!’ She let out a long teeth-clenched hiss. The expression of contempt on her face was like a spill of red-hot lava.





‘You know, Miss Ferret, we all change as we come to understand more. We move from positions that were once considered sacrosanct. Surely there is no shame in discarding the dirty water of error so long as we keep the child of wisdom for further cleansing.’


‘You are quite the philosopher of convenience, Father Noonan, but wisdom is not the preserve of Christianity, if it has any wisdom at all.’


‘Well, Miss Ferret, I will concede that Love and care for all people is not the preserve of any particular denomination; but your atheism, seems to me, to be the worship of a genetic god that gives function to the mechanism of our physical nature. We do not consult our genetics as to where we wish to go; nor would the driver ask the donkey where it wants to go. We design our own way forward and learn from our errors.’





Father Kevin felt that he could be teasing out so many metaphorical details of the Holy Bible all night. It was obvious to him that Miss Delilah Ferret had no desire or willingness to discuss with a deeper understanding the nature, composition, and wide expanse and contextual circumstances in the compilation of such a complex collection of books that made up the Holy Bible. In his heart he knew that her visit was not about concern for the grieving Larry; it was really about a contest between the two camps of Evolutionists and Creationists. This he could handle and hold his own; what he did not wish to get involved in with her, just now, was the bait she was cleverly offering him. He knew that she was goading him to say something controversial such as admitting that he, and most, if not all fellow priest with half a brain, did not accept the bible as a book of facts; but that it was an ongoing history of the development of one particular people and their interpretation of Jewish, prophetic understanding and historical interpretation.





‘I think, Miss Ferret,’ the priest said looking at his watch, ‘that we could be trading disagreements all day and night on the subject of the Christian faith. Though I respect your views, I most certainly do not share them. You put your faith in science and evolution and that no God lies beyond our world or in it. Certainly we nominate for ourselves who or what we believe God to be. Modern Christian faith, as many conclude, rests on the fact that Love is God. It is obvious to me and to any thinking person, that if we are no more than a collection of replicating genes evolving into … God knows what, human life itself would have no ultimate moral or ethical meaning beyond this life. In which case, there would be no point to our ultimate virtuous, moral or ethical actions. Murder, rape, robbery, violence, would be the better way ahead for those without power position or influence, since all would have only “one bite at life’s apple”, as you insist. What possible purpose would there be to living a good life? What would it all amount to? As one of your advocates insists, “…The universe owes no one comfort.” If you wish to plant your field of life with the seeds of atheism, you will reap what you sow. It will not take long for the followers of your creed to realise that nothing they do has any meaningful relevance beyond the grave; that even the worst hedonistic debauchery would have no ultimate consequence; that living a good life would be for fools and the feeble-minded. Kill, take all you can, any way you can, since you only get to bite the apple … No, Miss Ferret, you may share that perspective of life; we Christians, at least those of us who try to live authentically Christ’s life and direction, put our simple faith in the life, teaching and example of Jesus. St. Paul spoke of himself as being a fool for Christ. So we too only share in faith and so share Paul’s sentiments of being fools for our faith.’





‘So you admit to being fools then?’ Ferret said with contemptuous smugness; ‘you concede to that at least.’


‘A fool with hope in their faith, Miss Ferret, no matter how tenuous that hope may seem to you, for some of us at least, is preferable to being certain of a life that has no purpose beyond our own temporary existence and hedonistic appetites. Even the poor primitives sought extension to life; it is the yearning of those who loved and lost their loved ones. Even you with your atheistic claims must concede to the fact that even the ancient world yearned for an after-life; their burial methods and rituals tell us as much. I’m sure you don’t share those sentiments, Miss Ferret, I can’t help wondering why? Perhaps even Journalists have someone special to love and miss?’ The young Journalist’s face, beautiful as it was, now wrinkled in sneering contempt for the umpteen time; yet Father Kevin’s words hit home; and Ferret knew they touched a raw spot, as the priest and Nell were to learn later.





‘Well Miss Ferret, unless you wish me to hear your confession or perform some other priestly duty, I feel I can be of no further use to you or your newspaper.’


‘Confessions, be damned’ Ferret interjected, spitting out the poison that the word and its implications held for her. Such contempt led the, already weary priest, to push himself, involuntary to one last effort for one so young. He felt, instinctively, that there might be some remote hope of disengaging her contempt for the Lord’s offer of healing forgiveness. He was prompted by his recollection of an incident involving a volunteer to a city community dealing with homeless and problem teenagers: He related the story of a young lad named Michael to Ferret.





‘Allow me, Miss Ferret, to make this last point on the benefit of confession, with the example of a poor unfortunate, very damaged teenager, who was left homeless after the death of his alcoholic father and mentally-institutionalised mother. He was picked up off the streets by the police for his own protection since he was being bullied because he himself inherited some of his mother’s mental incapacity. The boy was totally without confidence and incapable of making friends or defending himself.





‘The lad was accepted by a First Step charity that took in homeless drug addicts, young people abused by violence at home, or those just thrown out of home for being impossible to manage.’ Miss Ferret listened intently, hoping the priest might compromise himself with some confessional matter; in which case, she could make the priest very unpopular among the people and be in serious trouble with his bishop for breaking the seal of confession. The priest continued his account: ‘The lad showed no interest in any of the activities aimed at self-improvement that the community offered until one day a new volunteer, an artist, offered his services free for a two hour session each week. The sister in charge of the centre explained Michael’s predicament and asked the new volunteer if he would give the lad a chance. She explained that she did not put much hope in the lad’s response but that it might be his last opportunity; in which case, she explained, that the community would have to lose him or have him forced into psychiatric help. The sister explained that she was very reluctant to go down that road unless it was absolutely unavoidable.
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