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PART ONE





















MRS KITTY DONAVAN


MALLOW, 1919





















1.




I was in a weakness. I couldn’t stand up,


leant back against the wall like a drunkard.


Was that Himself I’d seen on the back


of a Crossley tender on Main Street?


The truck came down the hill & out


of the back appeared — a pair of red eyes.


They pinned me, bored me. It was an outrage.


A small Tan or maybe an Auxie, lounging


in the back against the canvas with a bayonet


pointed at my waist. The head off Himself


in a cracked leather coat with goggles


hanging round his neck. After twelve years.


Could he have clambered out the other


side of Sullivan’s Quay that night in Cork


ran away fast with his bowler under


his arm? We never found the hat although


Eileen Murphy & myself searched high


& low, tearing the damp walls, our hands


bright green from the moss.






























2.




Eileen Murphy was tough out. I should have


listened to her that night when she said


to shove his head down in the water with


my boot. I wanted him to be taken by God


with no hand in it at all myself but


of course that was a Sin of Omission


so I was a black sinner too. We should have


called the constabulary the minute


he slithered in. They say a drunkard


has more lives than a cat. Lurching up the road


every night, steamed to the gills, taking the two


sides of Blarney Street – horses & carts


the whole lot & not a hair of his head


damaged. His white collar shining in the green


gaslight. How many times did he fall down


& rise again like an India rubber ball?


& what was there to stop him rising


again? The body wasn’t found & no one


saw Jesus rise on Easter Sunday either.


He is not here, for he has risen, as he said


he would. Come & see the place where he lay –


& that is the gospel according to Matthew.






























3.




My brain wouldn’t run straight in its track,


lurching & shooting red electric sparks


up the right side of my face. We’d a doing


from the Tans in June, the night of the attack


on Eileen but this was worse. Because staring


hurts worst of all. This fellow was morning-


sober not like the Tans who couldn’t see


straight with the drink. One fellow held himself


up with his rifle, using it like a walking stick


to stop himself from falling down. Trying to


do the big man before Flora. The fellow


in charge leant up against the wall for balance,


left a green smear after him. I was scrubbing


for days. You never knew what way they’d turn.


A Tan might be sticking his head under


the hood of a baby’s pram saying he couldn’t


get over the blue eyes of the Irish,


next he’d be trying to click with a girl,


then you could turn a corner & a gang


of them would be stamping on an old man’s hand.


People ran like chickens in front. Savage


drivers but expert. The tenders swept carts,


people & animals into the ditches –


pirate patches over their eyes, metal hooks


instead of hands slashing the air, gathering


leaves off the trees as they drove past. Dark


faces & stained fingers. The people said


they had come from hell & you could still smell


the singe off them. I couldn’t smell the singe


only engine oil because they were pure out


of their minds about motors, couldn’t stop


driving even for themselves. They got tangled


up with the Hounds of Duhallow out beyond


Burnfort on the Island Road & even the great


Britisher, Mrs Pound said she was angry


with Lloyd George for sending them because the


language out of them you wouldn’t hear it


out of Turks. How lucky we were to have


the 17th Lancers, The Duke of Cambridge’s


Own between us & the Cockney scum.






























4.




The darting pain ran against the right side


of my face. If I could turn the clock back


to Thursday the first, I’d have got off my


chair faster & that was the cause – getting


frozen in a draft before the curfew


standing on top of my green painting chair,


pinning the vermilion blankets over


the window for the black-out with Scissors


Number 1 in my hand for protection.


A pure perishing mist rose up from under


the bridge while I stood foolishly too long,


with the scissors. The two rivers twining


& separating in my mind, a pair


of snakes – the Lee & the Blackwater – had I


left my husband underwater in Cork


only for him to resurrect himself in Mallow?






























5.




Captain Galway, Auxiliary, was an


ex-officer with some very queer ideas


about whose side he was on. I didn’t


know if he was a gentleman at all


& Mr Bloom hinted the same. Someone


told Eileen, she sent a fiery letter


from Dublin. I couldn’t believe how


the news had shot through Royal Mail


so fast & Eileen was down toute suite on top


of me by letter, boiled up completely


about the two of them walking openly


in the streets of Mallow. Flora, in her


three-quarter-length smashed strawberry coat


& the Captain in mould-green, the empty


sleeve pinned to his epaulette. The whole town


killed from looking at them. Galway, blonde, too


handsome. People were scared of the Auxies


more than the Tans – their old eyes in their young


faces under their black Glengarry caps, ribbons


fluttering on their necks. They hung off


the side of the tenders, as mean as you like,


in rifle green. Constable Doon gave out


about Flora cutting her hair. A Woman’s


Crowning Glory, he looked down over his long


moustache at the toes of his boots, standing


outside Broadview barracks. Well, that’s the youth,


I said, walking away with my messages.


John Lucy’s lamb chops were dripping blood out


of my basket – he’d given me a free


sheep’s head as well with instructions how to


cook the head for a healthy mutton broth


because he thought Flora had fallen away.


The whole Town was telling me that after she


cut her hair.






























6.




He appeared again on the Saturday


wearing brown boots laced up to his knees,


standing across the road from the house by


the Royal Red post box. Halfway through painting


the parlour cocoa with cream on the wainscot,


I threw open the window for the fumes


& saw him staring in with his hand on


His Majesty’s mail. Small & neat like Himself,


only yellow, maybe he’d gone abroad


after his escape, couldn’t he have fought on


the sands of Gallipoli? & the pain


was kneeing into my brain from the night


before, as if he had opened my head like


an egg & was spooning it out. If he


wasn’t Himself then who was he? Was he


after Flora for espionage? &


for which side? Didn’t Sinn Fein make the girls


spy for them? Eileen Murphy said they all


volunteered but young girls are easily forced.


I pulled my eyes away from him, cast them


right down to tongues of my brown button boots.


Mrs Pym’s crimson dressing gown was thrown


across the sewing table half cut out


as I took to my bed with Wrixon’s


linctus. The bottle stood on the table


by me, staining the broderie anglaise


brown in the dark. I couldn’t move,


hardly able to breathe, my lungs shrunk


to the size of two teaspoons tied


around my throat.
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