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One


They take you back, those hymns, those chanted psalms, those supremely confident words sung to graceful music. We will be true to thee ’til death.


It’s the second week of November, the daylight hours are shortening, the days are bright and cold, more often than not we light a fire in the evening, the sheets are cold when we go to bed. A bracing, almost enjoyable coldness. Up in the supermarket they’re already selling Christmas wrapping paper, setting out the fake Christmas trees. In the shopping centres they’re clearing spaces to set up castles and grottoes and cabins wherein Santa will hold court. The long run in to Christmas has begun. At this time of year it doesn’t take a nostalgic soundtrack to stir memories, but for the past few days a warm sound has been billowing forth from the Sony speakers. Plaintiff notes strip back the years, unpeel clear memories and ambiguous emotions. The sounds define that other country where I was a child.


Holy God we praise Thy name,


Lord above we bow before Thee.


All on earth Thy sceptre own,


All in Heaven above adore Thee.


Infinite Thy vast domain;


Everlasting be Thy reign.


Faith of Our Fathers, the CD is called, subtitled Classic Religious Anthems of Ireland. ‘Faith of Our Fathers’, ‘Sweet Heart of Jesus’, ‘The Bells of the Angelus’, ‘Queen of the May’, ‘O Sacrament Most Holy’. All familiar to those of us reared in the Catholic Ireland of the early 1960s and before. The album came out a few weeks back and it immediately shot to the top of the charts. The words of the hymns, the flowing lines, settle easily into grooves in our minds, comfortable scars long ignored but still traceable despite the decades that have passed since they were cut into our psyche. Along with the sounds comes unbidden the smell of damp rising from our rain-sodden clothes as we crouched in the Church of the Most Precious Blood, Canon Burke looking sternly down at us through his watery eyes, our sore knees shifting on the hard wooden kneeler.


Track 8 of the CD comes on and I discover that I can sing in Latin. My lips are moving, as they haven’t done for thirty-five years, in synch with the words of ‘Tantum Ergo’. Back then we made the church echo with our ragged sopranos, now the grave sounds of ‘Tantum Ergo’ come in perfect unison from the throats of the monks of Glenstal Abbey.


Tantum ergo Sacramentum


Veneremur cernui


Et antiquum documentum


Novo cedat ritui . . .


I didn’t know back then what the words meant and I don’t know now. I could easily find out, but that would spoil the magic. The meaning of the words never mattered much. What mattered was the seductive sound tethering our souls to a time and a place, a God and his Church.


Blood of my Saviour, bathe me in Thy tide,


Wash me in waters flowing from His side.


We didn’t take the words as metaphor. The idea of washing ourselves in the waters flowing from His side created a fairly revolting image for kids to assimilate, but in our innocence we accepted that these were ancient words of sacred meaning, binding us to timeless truths.


Deep in Thy wounds, Lord,


Hide and shelter me.


An image to treasure.


They take you back, those hymns. When Faith of Our Fathers came on the market we went quietly in our tens of thousands and brought home this slice of our past and it went double platinum within days of its release. That time and place represented a point high up on the rising curve of ascendancy for a religious and political institution that aspired to rule our schools and hospitals and homes, our government and our souls. And those hymns were the soundtrack that accompanied our guilt-ridden little lives.


O gentle, chaste and spotless Maid,


We sinners make our prayers through thee;


Remind thy Son that He has paid


The price of our iniquity.


We iniquitous children, guilty and sorrowful for the part we played in crucifying Christ, sang our innocent hearts out. We knelt in supplication, made our Acts of Contrition and did our Penance. We crossed ourselves and every pain we suffered we Offered Up for the sake of the Souls in Purgatory. Above our respectfully bowed heads things were going on that we couldn’t have imagined. We were innocents in a bleary-eyed world, taught to hunger for salvation, and offering in return our thoughts, words, deeds and any sense of ourselves as free beings. The sweetest fate we could hope for was death, sweeter by far than mere human love or contentment, as long as it was for the sake of our Father in Heaven. It wasn’t that we were taught merely to endure suffering for our God, we were urged to long for it.


Our fathers, chained in prisons dark,


Were still in heart and conscience free;


How sweet would be their children’s fate


If they, like them, could die for Thee.


How sweet it would be to die for the glory of God, how sweet it was that our ancestors lingered in chains as a result of religious conflict. It was an age when you could sing things like that in all seriousness, without blushing. An age of devotion to a stern god. An age when there was a lot of bowing and scraping and wallowing in obeisance.


For we who were children, it was an age of innocence, but an innocence hemmed in by fear and by guilt. The old men who presided over that society believed not only that they and their kind had a right to arrange every detail of our lives but that it always would be in their power to do so. It was a society that seemed set in stone, but when strong winds blew it began to flake, to quiver. The Church shook too, but it never broke apart. It just changed, as everything else did. It evolved, just as we children evolved, and just as we became different versions of ourselves, so the Church has become a different version of what it was.


The change required the adoption of more user-friendly rituals, and that meant ditching the florid declarations of how sweet it would be to be slaughtered for the faith. Now, some bright sparks have packaged those anthems of lost innocence and they’re selling us back some remnants of a life we lived in a time gone and a place transformed.


They take you back, those hymns, they take you back. Play it again, Psalm . . .


* * *


‘Miss?’


‘Miss?’


‘Miss?’


‘Miss?’


‘What’s adultery, Miss?’


The young teacher was ready for the question. She was taking us through the Ten Commandments. And you don’t take a class of seven-year-old boys through the Ten Commandments without knowing that you’re going to have to negotiate your way around a few awkward questions.


‘Adultery is something that’s not nice’, said the young teacher, confidently, assuredly, and with finality, ‘and it’s hard for young children to understand it, but you needn’t worry about it now, you’ll find out all about it later on.’ Having performed her neat sidestep she continued: ‘Seventh, Thou Shalt Not Steal.’


‘Miss?’


‘Miss?’


‘Miss?’


‘Now, Thou Shalt Not Steal means that if something belongs to somebody else . . .’


We knew what stealing was.


‘Miss?’


‘Miss?’


‘Miss?’


‘Miss?’


‘What’s adultery, Miss?’


A huge difference between us and big people was that big people knew things. It wasn’t just that they got to tell us what we could or couldn’t do. That was okay, that was part of the natural order of things. They were bigger and they got to boss us around. That is the way the world works. We understood that in our bones. And there was nothing we could do about that until we grew up.


But there was something we could do about the fact that big people knew all about the world and we didn’t. As soon as we could talk we began asking questions.


‘Why is the moon up there?’


‘It’s just up there, because . . . that’s where it is.’


‘Is there something holding it up?’


‘No, it’s just up there.’


‘Why doesn’t it fall down?’


‘Finish your dinner.’


‘Why doesn’t it fall down, but?’


The young teacher was nice. She had a lovely smile and she used it a lot. We liked her. We didn’t start out to embarrass her. We just wanted a strange word explained.


‘Miss?’


‘Miss?’


‘Adultery is a sin, and it’s something that grownups . . . it’s a bad thing and you’ll learn all about it when you’re older.’


‘Miss?’


‘Miss?’


‘Miss?’


We couldn’t wait until we were older. We needed to know now. This was important stuff. This was a Commandment. And it wasn’t one of those nancy ones like Thou Shalt Keep Holy The Sabbath Day, which just meant not doing anything wrong on a Sunday unless you couldn’t help it. Adultery was sandwiched in between Thou Shalt Not Kill and Thou Shalt Not Steal, so it had to be pretty serious.


We needed to know. If we didn’t know what adultery was, how did we know that we mightn’t at any moment commit it? And perhaps even commit it on a Sunday, inadvertently breaking two Commandments at the one time.


More than that. We now sensed something. We sensed that the young teacher was vulnerable. She was young and pretty and nice and we liked her but she was an adult and adults weren’t often vulnerable and when we stumbled across something like this we pursued it, the way wolves pursue a bloody trail.


The young teacher pressed on to Eighth, Thou Shalt Not Bear False Witness Against Thy Neighbour, ignoring our raised hands and our chorus of ‘Miss? Miss? Miss?’


As she explained about bearing false witness and telling lies, adultery drifted to the back of our minds. We wouldn’t forget it, but there were other Commandments to be dealt with. Aware she had left blood on the trail, the young teacher distracted our attention while she put distance between herself and danger. She knew she was skirting dangerous territory with this next one, but she had her story ready.


‘Ninth, Thou Shalt Not Covet Thy Neighbour’s Wife.’




Covet, there was another new one. It sounded like cover, but that didn’t make sense. Cover thy neighbour’s wife. An image of me pulling a big, big tarpaulin over Mr Kavanagh’s wife. No, that was not a sin I would be likely to commit.


‘Miss?’


‘Miss?’


‘Miss?’


‘Covet means to long for, to wish to have things that belong to someone else. It’s a sin to be longing so much to have something that rightfully belongs to someone else.’


This seemed a somewhat superfluous Commandment. If you took something that belonged to someone else you were already marked for Hell because you’d broken Seventh, Thou Shalt Not Steal. And if you just longed for it, like I longed for a Chuck Connors Rifleman rifle like the one my friend Willie had, that could hardly be a sin.


And why would we long for someone’s wife?


Still moving, distracting, the teacher was running towards safe ground, almost there now. ‘Tenth, Thou Shalt Not Covet Thy Neighbour’s Goods.’


Number Ten sounded like it was the same as Number Nine, except it was about our neighbour’s goods, instead of his wife, which made a little more sense but not much.


‘Miss?’


‘Miss?’


‘Miss?’


‘What does coveting your neighbour’s wife mean?’


And the young teacher made her mistake. ‘The Ninth Commandment is much the same as the Sixth’, she said, intending to wrap it up and tuck it away, instead slipping, losing her balance in full view of the wolves. ‘Tenth, Thou Shalt Not Covet Thy Neighbour’s Goods. Now, that just means . . .’


‘Miss?’


‘Miss?’


‘Miss?’




‘What’s adultery, Miss?’


‘I told you, you’ll find out all about it when you grow up.’


‘What is it, but, Miss?’


She tried again to fend us off with more assurances that we’d find out about it when the time was right. She hadn’t prepared any more answers, assuming her authoritative assurances would be enough to keep us quiet. As our Missmissmissmissmiss persistence wore her down she tossed one more off-the-cuff explanatory remark at us before decisively moving on to something else. The young teacher, groping for words, found some that concisely summed up the feelings and beliefs of a young, decent, well-meaning and Catholic-to-the-bone convent school teacher in 1957. Forty years later, the words are clear in my mind.


‘It’s something dirty’, she said. ‘You’ll find out about it when you grow up.’


The fact that adultery, whatever it might be, was so terrible a sin that they couldn’t even tell us what it was made a huge impression and the young teacher’s definition clung to a niche in the back of my mind through the next few years. The very word—adult with a bit tacked on the end—suggested the hidden activities of those in control. Adultery: that which adults do. And now, whatever it was, we knew it was dirty.


Five years later, at the age of twelve, when I discovered what I would later learn were impure thoughts and my body did the things that bodies do in or around that time, the young teacher’s words were still back there somewhere, filed away in my mind, waiting to connect with something grownup and dirty.


Bingo. This was it.


No one, priest or anyone else, ever told us about birds or bees or sinful thoughts, there was no preparation at all for coping with these feelings. Sex came upon us whole and unheralded, unexplained, for us to cope with as we might. And these mysterious urges, surges, flushes and fumblings were dirty, there could be no mistake about that. And in a month or two I’d be thirteen, a teenager, which was just a step below being grown up. So, this was it, this was grownup and it was dirty and that could mean only one thing: I’d committed adultery.


I’d broken a Commandment, committed a terrible sin. And when you committed a sin you had to confess it to the priest or risk Eternal Damnation. I thought about it and prepared myself. ‘Bless me Father’, I would say, ‘It’s been a week since my last Confession. I committed adultery. Twice.’


No, I couldn’t do it. Here was the dreadful sin, the dirty sin, the horror that was so repulsive that they had a whole Commandment about it, so shocking that they couldn’t even tell you what it was until you were grown up, and now I’d gone and committed it.


I missed Confession that week and agonised through the weekend and into the following week, but as Saturday came around again I had to face the fact that I would not be able to bring myself to confess my adultery to the priest. The pain of Eternal Damnation in the fires of Hell was preferable.


But you couldn’t just not go to Confession for ever and ever. Questions would be asked. The weekly ritual of Confession and Communion was for us not a matter of choice but of routine. You could miss it once, now and again, by arranging your schedule so that chores or homework clashed with Confession, and you’d shrug and say, sure, won’t I get it next week. But you couldn’t pull that one indefinitely. So, I went to Confession and I told my trivial sins and I kept the big one a secret between me and God. I left the Confession Box and knelt to say my Penance, and I knew that somewhere up there all of Heaven was looking down at me with a big frown on its collective face.


And I slouched out of the church, a weight dragging on my soul, because I’d thought it through and I’d made a decision and the upshot was that I’d deliberately made a Bad Confession. There were few more terrible things a twelve-year-old could do than deliberately make a Bad Confession. And every other Confession I would make, next week and the week after that and all the way into the future, they would all be Bad Confessions, each one more assuredly than the last damning me to eternal punishment, unless I confessed to making a Bad Confession, and that would mean confessing to my adultery and that just wasn’t going to happen.


Sometimes now I wish I’d had the courage, so I would today have the memory of the priest’s face as he peered out through the wire at the twelve-year-old confessing to adultery.


But I didn’t have the courage, so Confession became an empty ritual. Worse than that, a damning one. I kept going to Confession, and the fact that I was damned, that every Bad Confession I made would on the Day of Reckoning shove me further into the depths of Hell, was something I didn’t think about much. It was just there, my fate, a fiery punishment waiting somewhere past the other end of my life.


Which was okay, because when you’re twelve or thirteen that’s several eternities away.


* * *


There was school and there was home and there was the street. Each area of our lives had its own personnel, its rituals, its physical perimeters, its joys and its pains in the neck, the segments sometimes overlapping, people moving from one to another. And connecting and overlaying the various parts of our lives was the Church. The One, Holy, Catholic and Apostolic Church.


The Church was in our homes, through our parents and their religious emblems, in our Grace Before Meals and our Rosary before bedtime. The Church was on the street, physically dominating the neighbourhood, through which rang the stern sound of the Angelus bell twice a day. But most of all the Church ran the schools. Education started when you were six. There was Low Babies and High Babies and you then graduated to 1st Class, and these you attended in the convent school. Then, at age nine, to primary level, from 2nd Class to 6th Class, in national school, managed by the parish priest in the name of the bishop. Then, when you were about fourteen, there was secondary school (fee-paying, run by the Church) or technical school (state run, with a priest giving a Religious Instruction class), and then university. Hardly anyone from our neighbourhood went to third level, not a lot went to second level, and many of us never got much beyond primary. There was no sense of deprivation, just that this was how things were. Those going on to Secondary or to Tech were pitied, losers who had to spend more years behind bars.


Finbar’s School is a very old school,


It’s made of bricks and plaster.


The only thing that’s wrong with it


Is the baldy-headed masters.


We sang it as we were marched from the Dominican Convent School, through the streets of Cabra West, to St Finbar’s National School. It was the day of our graduation from convent school kids to national schoolboys, and our solemn march through the streets from one school to the other, in lines of two, was a ritual of transition.


We sang our impudent song quietly. You wouldn’t want one of the baldy-headed masters to catch you insulting him. They didn’t hit us in the convent—maybe a raised voice from time to time—but in the national school they were licensed to beat the shit out of us, and we all knew that.


The convent was all mawla (plasticine) and stories and paints smeared on sheets of newspaper and let’s all sing a song, children. (Correction: a pháistí, they said, through the first national language. Let’s all sing a song, a pháistí. And it was usually a hymn.) The transition from playing to learning was gradual, marked only by the rise from Low Babies to High Babies to 1st Class.


There was Mrs Vim and Miss Gardiner, and there was Sister Mary Gonsalvo, who was a dead ringer for Pope Pius XII, with his nose and his glasses. She was gentle, I know, but this far on I can’t remember what exactly she did to make us love her. She had a group relationship with us, one of duty on her side, awe on ours. There wasn’t what you could call a personal relationship between us. The idea that you could have a personal relationship with one of those black-robed, pale-faced authority figures was a concept we were simply not capable of embracing. Probably, they couldn’t either, poor sods.


On those rare occasions, apart from Angelus times, when the convent bell rang out across the neighbourhood we knew it meant that a nun had died. Each time I heard that bell, years later, I hoped (this was long after I’d stopped praying) that it wasn’t for the beloved Sister Mary Gonsalvo.


‘Will cad agum dull amok, mar shad du hall ay?’ We didn’t know what the individual Irish words meant, but that was what you said when you wanted to ask permission to go to the toilet. ‘Why didn’t you go during the break?’, asked Mrs Vim, a lovely woman. My vocabulary didn’t distinguish between want and need; and although I meant to say that I didn’t need to go during the break, it came out as a cheeky ‘I didn’t want to’, and Mrs Vim took offence and I trembled at her frown, her curt dismissal, her obvious anger. To be punished, even if only by being on the receiving end of a teacher’s momentary bad mood, hurt all the more deeply for my innocence of any bad intent. Such slights, which an adult may be unaware of delivering, can linger in the child’s memory, and in that part of us that remains a child, for decades.


Then there was the young teacher, who had the most effect and whose name is lost in the forty-year distance. She told us stories. She’d break them into daily episodes, taking perhaps a couple of weeks to get through each story. The most impressive, most memorable stories came from the movies. She came back from the cinema bubbling with tales to tell. She told us the story of Around the World in 80 Days and it lifted us out of 1950s Dublin and brought us to nineteenth-century England and France, the American Wild West, the Mysterious East and the concept of time zones, on which the kick in the ending of the story is dependent. The movie came out in 1956 (I just looked it up); so it probably got here in 1957, which means that we were aged seven when we came to understand global time zones. Not bad going for a young teacher (twenty, twenty-two, at a guess; a child’s eye estimating an adult’s age means she could have been anything from eighteen to thirty-eight).


And years later, when I saw the movie, everything was just as the young teacher had told us. Phileas Fogg and Passepartout looked just as she described them, and the gentlemen’s club where the bet was made, and the belief that the bet was lost (the disappointment that flooded that room in the Dominican Convent, Cabra West, was numbing—how could Phileas lose, after all his efforts, after all those adventures, where was the happy ending?), and the date on the newspaper and Phileas realising his mistake and the dash to the club and at the last second the bet was won, and there was a happy ending. There is a power in stories that enchants, teaches, awakens, and it stretched across the years, from the pen of the long-dead Frenchman Jules Verne, through the camera of brash Hollywood producer Mike Todd (who would die in a plane crash a year later), through the young teacher in a room in a Dublin convent school, to little minds eager to conquer the vast empire of ignorance to which each child is heir.


Childhood is a smalltime world in which every new street you visit, every journey on which you are taken, every new word and idea, enlarges you; every story adds another few precious yards of familiar territory to the small space in which you feel at ease; every answered question colonises ground from the great unknown that is the domain of the grownups. Growth involves a succession of achievements: strength (feel that muscle), height (I’m getting bigger and bigger), ability (look what I can do), possessions (I want that, and that, and that), territory (that’s my seat), knowledge (betcha didn’t know that) and language (all of the above). As adults we see the cuteness in such striving; as kids we take for granted the persistent struggle to expand the territory of the known, the familiar, the reliable, the conquered.


The Ten Commandments (which according to some sources were given to humanity by God) came to us from epic movie director Cecil B. De Mille, via the young teacher. She came back from her visit to the cinema with a serial story that lasted weeks, of Moses and the bullrushes and the chases and the fights and the tablets of stone, the golden calf and the parting of the waters. (When, years later, I saw the movie the parting of the Red Sea wasn’t half as impressive on the screen as from the young teacher’s lips—her special effects were far superior to Cecil’s.)


Having told us how the Ten Commandments came into being, from God through Charlton Heston, the young teacher had to, of course, tell us what they were. The Commandments: First, no false gods; Second, no taking the name of God in vain; Third, keep holy the Sabbath; Fourth, honour your mother and father; Fifth, no killing; and, of course, Sixth, Thou Shalt Not Commit Adultery.


Which is where we came in.


* * *


We had to attend training courses in preparation for making our First Holy Communion. (In the normal course of events one would ‘receive’ Holy Communion. However, we ‘made’ our First Holy Communion. The difference in terminology was never explained.) The school and the Church were two halves of the same training academy, it was part of the school’s function to prepare us for Holy Communion.


For the purposes of training, we first got the theory, being told how bread and wine were turned into the flesh and blood of Jesus Christ. And, no, we were told, we wouldn’t be getting the wine. The priest eats the bread and drinks the wine on behalf of the congregation.


‘Miss?’


‘Miss?’


‘Miss?’


‘Does that mean we’re only getting half a Holy Communion?’


No, she said, it was okay that we didn’t get the wine, because the bread somehow included not alone the flesh but also the blood.


‘Miss?’




‘Miss?’


‘Miss?’


‘If there’s blood as well as flesh in the bread why does the priest have to drink the wine as well as eat the bread?’


There was no answer to that, but by and by we concluded that the priest got the wine as a kind of perk of the job.


We received instructions on how to accept the Body of Christ, how we must respect it, how it must not touch our lips as it arrived on our tongues, so we’d have to make sure our tongues were protruding well beyond our lips. Once the Host was placed on your tongue you would have to draw the tongue back into your mouth, using extreme care. It was emphasised that we must on no account chew the Host, nor let our teeth touch it. We must keep it on our tongues until we swallowed it. It seemed like a fairly tricky business.


After the theory, the practical training. We were brought to the Church of the Most Precious Blood, where we knelt and opened our mouths and altar boys placed squares of ice cream wafer on our tongues.


We were instructed in how to make a Good Confession. The opening line was invariable: ‘Bless me, Father, for I have sinned.’


Once we had made our First Holy Communion the second line in the Confession ritual would be: ‘It’s been a week since my last Confession.’ It was assumed that we would receive the Sacraments weekly, Confession on Saturday and Communion on Sunday. It seemed to be assumed that we would sin between Confessions. It seemed, somehow, to be expected.


After the preamble, you told your sins. They broke down into mortals and venials. The former, which in legal parlance might be called felonies, qualified you for a one-way ticket to Hell, should you die with one staining your soul. Venials were misdemeanours. They got you a singeing in Purgatory, a postponement of your entry to Heaven, but unless you had a bagful of them, and were impertinently unrepentant, they didn’t damn you for all eternity.


You examined your conscience and confessed your sins. Then the priest would give you Penance and you had to leave the Confession Box and kneel nearby until you had done your Penance. Then, soul cleansed, you prepared to cleanse your mouth for the receipt of the Body of Christ. From midnight that night you fasted until after you received Communion next day. Nothing must pass your lips, except water.


Instructions over, the day of the First Confession approached. In the week or two beforehand I tossed and turned in bed, full of doubt and fear and guilt.


No sin.


Not a sausage. Zilch. Nada. Nothing to declare. Much to my embarrassment, despite careful examination of conscience, I rated zero on the iniquity scale. Bit of a cock-up on the moral transgression front.


It was a problem. ‘Bless me, Father’, I would have to say, ‘for I have sinned’, and I hadn’t.


It wasn’t that I was a holy joe. I wasn’t disputing my capacity to sink to the lower depths of moral squalor with the rest of the seven-year-olds of Dublin. I had, after all, been born with a soul disfigured by original sin, a wicked, morally warped baby, as all Christian babies are reckoned to be, needing the cleansing waters of baptism.


But since then I hadn’t done anything that might remotely qualify as a sin. Not in the past week, not in the past year, not ever. And as the big day came nearer I was wishing I had. I searched my conscience, as the instructors had ordered, and poked into corners of my memory in the hope of finding a genuine sin. Nothing doing.


I briefly considered going out and committing a few sins, just so I would have something to tell in Confession. But that seemed like it might be against the spirit of the occasion.


Perhaps my very belief that I had not sinned was itself a sin of some kind, probably pride. But I could hardly start off my First Confession by claiming that the only sin I had ever committed was the sin of believing that I had not sinned.


The day came. I joined the line outside the Confession Box and waited, inching along the pew as each penitent before me told his sins and emerged forgiven. I didn’t know if I would have the courage to go through with the plan that had finally suggested itself to me. I had considered and discarded the idea of simply saying, ‘Bless me, Father, I haven’t committed any sins up to now, but I’d like to be forgiven so I can make my First Holy Communion.’ That would surely cause the priest to erupt in anger, for I would be appearing to reject what seemed to be a common understanding among the elders and priests of my tribe: that a boy could not reach the age of seven without committing a sin.


I furiously searched my conscience one last time in the hope that there might be some sin I had committed that I had overlooked. Nothing. My soul seemed a pale, featureless expanse, unstained by sin of a mortal or even a venial kind. I went into the box, knelt and waited, trembling, as the priest dealt with the penitent in the cubicle on the far side of the Confession Box. Finally, the panel slid back and the dark figure loomed behind the wire.


‘Yes, my child.’


Deep breath.


‘Bless me, Father, for I have sinned’, I lied, committing my first ever sin.


‘I told two lies’, I lied. ‘And I was disobedient to my mammy three times.’


I had carefully worked out the number of sins to which I would own up in order to make a credible Confession. Two lies seemed like something a seven-year-old might have on his conscience. I didn’t want to rack it any higher than that, for fear I’d get a couple of Decades of the Rosary to say, as my Penance. The bit about being disobedient to my mother wasn’t cut and dried, neither fact nor fiction. I reckoned I’d probably given cheek at some point, or failed to immediately carry out chores as instructed, though I couldn’t recall specific instances.


Not only could I not recall committing sins; when I ran through the Ten Commandments I couldn’t truly see myself breaking any of them, even had I wanted to, apart from lying (Eighth Commandment) and being disobedient (Fourth).


Theft was out of the question, I’d no idea how to do it, I hadn’t the nerve.


I didn’t, as far as I knew, covet anything (unless it was a Chuck Connors Rifleman rifle, and I don’t think either Chuck or his rifle had as yet made an impression on me).


I certainly hadn’t killed anyone.


I hadn’t worked or in any other way failed to keep holy the Sabbath Day.


I hadn’t taken the name of the Lord in vain, as I never swore.


Of all the sins on offer, the one that held even less attraction than dragging a big tarpaulin over Mr Kavanagh’s wife was that prohibited by the First Commandment: adoring false gods. That seemed a totally ridiculous Commandment. I couldn’t imagine anyone actually seeking out another deity in preference to the one we were born to worship. I wouldn’t have known where to start looking for another god, let alone how to adore one. Where the fun was in adoring a false god, or any god, was beyond me. It had been made clear to us that adoring God was something we had to do, a duty, a chore, and failing to do a proper amount of adoring would result in Eternal Damnation in the fires of Hell. One adored because one was under severe psychological pressure to do so. Searching out a strange god to voluntarily adore seemed a rather perverse thing to consider doing. So, false gods were out.


And I hadn’t yet, as far as I knew, committed adultery, whatever it was.


So, the Fourth and the Eighth it was, being disobedient and telling lies. Having settled on two lies, I decided I’d been disobedient three times. Twice wouldn’t do, as I’d admitted to two lies and that would have been too much of a coincidence. Once seemed unlikely. So, three times it was.


The priest gave me absolution and a few Hail Marys to say and that was it. I left the church feeling the almost physical presence of the State of Grace which I knew enveloped me. I looked forward with joy to my First Holy Communion. The fact that the very act of making up sins had for the first time sullied my soul was brushed aside without a thought. This wasn’t a Bad Confession, this was just doing my best to fit in.


* * *


We all got new suits for the occasion, albeit suits with short trousers. Shirt and a tie. A rosette on the suit lapel, complete with First Holy Communion medal. A short, basic haircut. These days kids get their hair styled, and they have names for the styles, so you might get something called a Blade One or a Blade Two. Back then, you got it cut. Everyone had more or less the same cut. And the cut didn’t have a name, your hair was just shorter than it was when you went into the barber shop. Our local barber was called Ernie, and in his premises over a shop most of the male heads in Cabra West were trimmed. The place had a smell of Brylcream. Ernie had a partner, Joe, the two of them working elbow to elbow, clippers and scissors clicking all day long. You queued on a bench along one wall, and if an adult came into the barber shop the queue didn’t matter, it was understood that the adult would be done first. When it was your turn, Ernie or Joe would put a short plank across the arms of the chair and you’d sit up on that and Ernie or Joe would work away; neither was the most gentle of men. He took a section of your hair in his hands and everything that stuck up above his fingers was cut off. At home, I moved on from Brylcream to Tru-Gel, mainly because the smell wasn’t as pervasive. Why we needed that stuff to hold in place hair that was hardly long enough to move is beyond me even now.


Scrubbed and groomed, socks pulled up, hair trimmed, we marched in line to our pews in the Church of the Most Precious Blood and when the time came we took our turns kneeling at the altar rail and awaited our First Communion. The priest and the altar boy moved slowly along the altar rail. The altar boy placed the silver plate level with our chins to catch the Host should there be a mishap, and the priest placed the Communion wafer on our tongues. We rose, turned, began the walk back to our seats. Uncomfortable, worried, at risk of chewing Jesus.


Don’t chew, they had warned us. Don’t let it touch your teeth. Take it on your tongue. Swallow it.


That was all very well in theory. But how to manipulate the tongue so as to get the wafer to slide backwards and down the throat was something that puzzled us, something that later we would talk about amongst ourselves.


Meanwhile, cheeks bulging with the effort to show respect to the Host, trying to get our tongues to curl up so that the wafer would fall towards the back of our throats, fearful that at any second it might slip sideways and come into contact with our teeth, we walked back to our pews in dread, fixed expressions of piety trying to disguise the contortions behind our lips.


We knelt and said our prayers of thanksgiving and slyly watched the veterans, adults who could take and swallow the Host with casual ease, as they made their confident ways back to their pews. Someday, we thought, someday we too will have the knack.


I left the church, the Host eventually having made its way down my throat, feeling myself at the centre of a great white glow. Jesus was inside me. Jesus who had given his life that we all might see the Kingdom of Heaven. I used a pencil to write and sign a promise to Jesus, on the back of a souvenir certificate which attested that I had made my First Holy Communion, that I would henceforth receive Holy Communion ‘every Sunday of my life’. The feeling was so good, the high I was getting from my State of Grace was so intense, that my promise was made with all the sincerity my seven-year-old heart could muster. I really wanted to feel this good again and again, into the distant future. My mother and my aunt gave me a card, signed and dated, to commemorate the event. Inside the card was printed the words of one of those hymns, those Classic Religious Anthems of Ireland:


O Sacrament Most Holy


O Sacrament Divine


All Praise and Thanksgiving


Be every moment Thine.


And printed underneath:


In remembrance of the


happiest day of your Life.


As we chattered, as parents came and hugged us, as we had our photos taken, I felt part of a pure goodness beyond my experience, filling me up, filling the whole world with light and grace.


Then it was time for the money. Jesus and holiness were all well and good, but this was the first time in our lives that we were as a right entitled to be given money. We were taken around to relatives and friends and neighbours, so they might admire our suits and our haircuts and our manners. And so that they could slip us a few bob. In chatter amongst ourselves at school, when we discussed impending events, it was not the State of Grace that enthused us but the sure and certain knowledge that the grownups would be coughing up some hard cash.


‘Ah, isn’t he lovely!’


‘He’s a credit to you.’


At the end of the day I was wealthy, the possessor of great riches, the pockets of my jacket heavy with shillings and half-crowns and two-bobs and sixpences. No brass, all silver. Oh, there must have been at least a pound.


* * *


And then it was time, a week later, to return to Confession. Now that we were into the cycle, we were expected to renew our State of Grace, to erase in Confession the sins we were undoubtedly committing, and to obey our promise to receive the Sacraments weekly. And I went and I again confessed my two lies and three instances of disobedience. And the next week it was the same, and the week after that and the week after that. There were times when, out of fear that a priest might notice the repetition, I varied the menu of sins: one lie and two disobediences. Two and one, one and three, three and four, and on and on and on and on. And I made occasional efforts to think up some more exotic sins but I never could.


A theologian might well declare these to be Bad Confessions, but back then I was sincerely resolved to try my damnedest to fit in, to be a sinner so that I could be forgiven and redeemed and made holy again. I was doing the best I could to live up to the Church’s expectations of me.










Two


You dipped a rolled-up piece of blotting paper in the bottle of black-blue ink, keeping a small area dry so you could hold it without messing up your hands too much. You took your wooden ruler, held it vertically in one hand, used the other hand, the one with the inky blotting paper, to bend back the top of the ruler and you let go—schwock!—the inky missile bounced off the back of a classmate’s head, if your aim was true.


You did it carefully, one eye aiming the inky missile, the other peeled for Mr McAuliffe, master of Room 4, St Finbar’s National School, Cabra West.


There were teachers in the convent school, and girls continued to have teachers, but at St Finbar’s boys’ school there were masters. The term was quite appropriate. They were, for four or five years, the masters of our school lives, with the power of knowledge, the power of pain.


When we arrived at St Finbar’s we were sorted into the various classes, according to some pattern beyond our knowledge. Friendships made in convent school were casually ended as friends were allocated to different classes. Rumours spread about the masters to whom we were assigned. One in particular was regarded (quite rightly, as it turned out) as a dour, sour individual, handy with the cane. I was happy to be assigned elsewhere until I asked around about the guy who would be my master, Mr McAuliffe.


‘Who did you say?’


‘McAuliffe.’


‘Oh, boy.’


‘Why? What? What’s wrong with him?’


‘Oh, boy!’


‘No messing, did you hear anything about him?’




‘Oh boy!’


‘Ah, come on, what about him?’


‘He has a cane with a nail in it.’


‘What?’


‘A cane with a nail in the top. Lashes it into your hand, he does, tears the hand off you, it does’, someone’s big brother assured everyone.


Someone’s big brother was a liar. Mr McAuliffe was as kind and thoughtful as anyone could be who was assigned the role of ‘master’. Tall, thin, red-faced, white hair swept back, not a smiler but a pleasant man. Still, the story of the nail in the cane made us wary of him until the evidence proved he wasn’t a brute. Maybe it was his smoking that proved his humanity. Whenever on a break from the classroom he lit up, and he smoked the cigarette down to the last quarter of an inch, two fingers and a thumb grasping the tiny butt as he audibly sucked the last molecule of nicotine out of it.


In Room 4 he taught us English, Irish, arithmetic, history, geography, religion. There was just him and us, for five years. There were no parent–teacher meetings, no parent was ever invited up for a pleasant chat about junior’s progress. No career guidance. Just come to school, do your time, get out. In financing our education, the state was fulfilling a statutory obligation. It was a perfunctory exercise, with a limited curriculum, the slimmest facilities, and teachers treated as serfs by the Department of Education, given over in bondage to the manager of the schools, the parish priest. The education system hadn’t changed much in the thirty-five years or so since the state had achieved independence.


St Finbar’s was newly built, along with Cabra West, but even as late as 1963 half of the national schools in the country dated from the nineteenth century.


Some kids, bored or angry at being beaten, or just generally rebellious, mitched from school from time to time. They were always caught, they were always beaten. They hung around the neighbourhood for the length of the school day, having to keep out of sight, confined to out-of-the-way places, as bored as if they had gone to school. For some it was an adventure to be tried once, for others a recurring rebellion, a hopeless kick back against a system that was doing them no good at all. Some of us never mitched, reckoning it was a mug’s game.


There were others who mitched not only from school but from family life. They occasionally ran away from home, lived rough. They went ‘on gur’. We regarded the kids who went on gur as adventurers, far more daring than the rest of us could ever be; confident, swaggering pirates who had thrown off the chains of childhood and did what they wanted. Looking back, just about each and every one of those kids must have been running from some desperate circumstance.


St Finbar’s was E-shaped, and for some reason I became convinced that the E was one of seven buildings, each in the shape of a letter, which had been built across the country for the guidance of foreign aeroplane pilots. The buildings, when seen from above, spelled out I-R-E-L-A-N-D and Finbar’s was the E in Ireland. It took a while for this strange belief to wither away.


* * *


We bought our textbooks and our mothers used brown paper to fashion covers for them. Back then, there was lots of brown paper around. Today, you want brown paper, you have to go to a stationery shop and they’ll probably sell you designer brown paper with a tastefully subtle patented pattern. Our first book was titled, oddly enough, My First Book.


Tom Mary Billy


Run. Run. Run.


Run, Tom.


Run, Mary. Run, Billy.


Run. Run. Run.




And like that.


Tom, Mary and Billy and their dog, Spot, jumped on a No. 44 bus and went to visit their Granny on her farm in the country, where Spot chased a pig.


Tom said, ‘No, Spot, no.’


Mary said, ‘No, Spot, no.’


Billy said, ‘No, Spot, no.’


No. No. No.


Then Tom and Mary and Billy went home and knelt by their beds and asked God to bless Father and Mother and Granny. And that was the end of the book.


The careful implantation, in all circumstances, of the idea of an all-powerful God, watching and besetting us, while we were awake and while we were asleep, demanding total obedience, was—looking back—a pretty lousy thing to do. The methodical creation of a sense of guilt, from the earliest age, was a routine part of school business. The warning that God was some kind of super-master, a mega-grownup, with power to wrench out our souls and consign them forever to a burning pit, was reinforced at every opportunity.


Through my fault


Through my fault


Through my most grievous fault.


Reading Time, another early textbook, had a bit about how ‘God sees us. He sees us all the time. He sees into our minds . . .’ We were repeatedly told and we totally accepted that our every thought was being monitored by the great bugging agency in the sky. It was an unsettling belief that not alone could you be caught by grownups if you did anything wrong but that God, the ultimate grownup, was constantly scanning the inside of your head and you could be rumbled if you even thought of doing anything wrong.




Oddly enough, Reading Time had one page which today would surely have some of our more traditional brethren picketing the Department of Education. It was a poem titled ‘Robin and Richard’.


Robin and Richard


Were two pretty men.


They lay in bed


Till the clock struck ten.


Guilt and deference were drummed into us. The sin of ‘impudence’ would not be tolerated. It was for our own good, it would mould us into obedient citizens with automatic respect for every whim of authority. It was no accident that the word our culture chose to describe an awkward, troublesome child was ‘bold’. If you answered back or were tardy in obeying an instruction you were bold. Why, of all the words that could have been used, did bold come to mean everything we should not be? The word bold means confident, assertive, adventurous, courageous. Bold also means to stand out against a plain background. Smug, self-satisfied Ireland did not want confident children, assertive or adventurous children. And fading into the background, where you were barely seen and never heard, was a cardinal virtue.


* * *


When things got boring we used a pencil to fill in the centre of every O, every A and B and D and P and Q and R. We drew moustaches and glasses and beards on the pictures in our schoolbooks. I wrote my name and beneath that my house number and street, then Cabra West, Dublin, Ireland, The World, The Solar System, The Galaxy, The Universe. And at the centre of the universe, the centre of everything, me.


There was no official uniform but most of us dressed similarly, anyway. Short trousers, usually corduroy, held up with a belt, the same type we all wore, with a buckle in the shape of a horizontal S. Or, sometimes, braces, which made your shirt ride up and you had to keep shoving it down into your trousers. We wore short trousers until we were twelve or thirteen, our thighs red and chilled to soreness in the winter. (All year round our knees displayed, like a soldier’s medals, the scabbed and gashed wounds earned in our daily play. ‘Musha’, my aunt Eileen would say, cuddling me after the latest disaster, ‘you’re unfortunate’.) Socks pulled well up over our calves; pullover, jacket, cap. A white shirt and a tie. These were essentials of the unofficial uniform. The white shirt would be Rinso-bright, however frayed and darned the collar and cuffs might be. A properly knotted tie was a sign of respectability. As soon as I quit school I stopped wearing a tie and today I avoid wearing one except on occasions when doing so is unavoidable. I have one white shirt, purchased about three years ago, just in case. It’s still in the cellophane. They’ll probably bury me in it.



OEBPS/images/cover.jpg





