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         When sunlight reaches the foot of the dressing table, you get up and look through the suitcase again. It’s hot in New York but it may turn cold in winter. All morning the bantam cocks have crowed. It’s not something you will miss. You must dress and wash, polish your shoes. Outside, dew lies on the fields, white and blank as pages. Soon the sun will burn it off. It’s a fine day for the hay.

         In her bedroom your mother is moving things around, opening and closing doors. You wonder what it will be like for her when you leave. Part of you doesn’t care. She talks through the door.

         ‘You’ll have a boiled egg?’

         ‘No thanks, Ma.’

         ‘You’ll have something?’

         ‘Later on, maybe.’

         ‘I’ll put one on for you.’

         Downstairs, water spills into the kettle, the bolt slides back. You hear the dogs rush in, the shutters folding. You’ve always preferred this house in summer: cool feeling in the kitchen, the back door open, scent of the dark wallflowers after rain.

         In the bathroom you brush your teeth. The screws in the mirror have rusted, and the glass is cloudy. You look at yourself and know you have failed the Leaving Cert. The last exam was history and you blanked out on the dates. You confused the methods of warfare, the kings. English was worse. You tried to explain that line about the dancer 4and the dance.

         You go back to the bedroom and take out the passport. You look strange in the photograph, lost. The ticket says you will arrive in Kennedy Airport at 12.25, much the same time as you leave. You take one last look around the room: walls papered yellow with roses, high ceiling stained where the slate came off, cord of the electric heater swinging out like a tail from under the bed. It used to be an open room at the top of the stairs but Eugene put an end to all of that, got the carpenters in and the partition built, installed the door. You remember him giving you the key, how much that meant to you at the time.

         Downstairs, your mother stands over the gas cooker waiting for the pot to boil. You stand at the door and look out. It hasn’t rained for days; the spout that runs down from the yard is little more than a trickle. The scent of hay drifts up from neighbouring fields. As soon as the dew burns it off, the Rudd brothers will be out in the meadows turning the rows, saving it while the weather lasts. With pitchforks they’ll gather what the baler leaves behind. Mrs Rudd will bring out the flask, the salad. They will lean against the bales and eat their fill. Laughter will carry up the avenue, clear, like birdcall over water.

         ‘It’s another fine day.’ You feel the need for speech.

         Your mother makes some animal sound in her throat. You turn to look at her. She wipes her eyes with the back of her hand. She’s never made any allowance for tears.

         ‘Is Eugene up?’ she says.

         ‘I don’t know. I didn’t hear him.’

         ‘I’ll go and wake him.’

         It’s going on for six. Still an hour before you leave. The saucepan boils and you go over to lower the flame. Inside, three eggs knock against each other. One is cracked, a ribbon 5streaming white. You turn down the gas. You don’t like yours soft.

         Eugene comes down wearing his Sunday clothes. He looks tired. He looks much the same as he always does.

         ‘Well, Sis,’ he says. ‘Are you all set?’

         ‘Yeah.’

         ‘You have your ticket and everything?’

         ‘I do.’

         Your mother puts out the cups and plates, slices a quarter out of the loaf. This knife is old, its teeth worn in places. You eat the bread, drink the tea and wonder what Americans eat for breakfast. Eugene tops his egg, butters bread, shares it with the dogs. Nobody says anything. When the clock strikes six, Eugene reaches for his cap.

         ‘There’s a couple of things I’ve to do up the yard,’ he says. ‘I won’t be long.’

         ‘That’s all right.’

         ‘You’d want to leave on time,’ your mother says. ‘You wouldn’t want to get a puncture.’

         You place your dirty dishes on the draining board. You have nothing to say to your mother. If you started, you would say the wrong things and you wouldn’t want it to end that way. You go upstairs but you’d rather not go back into the room. You stand on the landing. They start talking in the kitchen but you don’t hear what they say. Asparrow swoops down onto the window ledge and pecks at his reflection, his beak striking the glass. You watch him until you can’t watch him any longer and he flies away.

         
            *

         

         Your mother didn’t want a big family. Sometimes, when she lost her temper, she told you she would put you in a 6bucket, and drown you. As a child you imagined being taken by force to the edge of the Slaney River, being placed in a bucket, and the bucket being flung out from the bank, floating for a while before it sank. As you grew older you knew it was only a figure of speech, and then you believed it was just an awful thing to say. People sometimes said awful things.

         Your eldest sister was sent off to the finest boarding school in Ireland, and became a school teacher. Eugene was gifted in school but when he turned fourteen your father pulled him out to work the land. In the photographs the eldest are dressed up: satin ribbons and short trousers, a blinding sun in their eyes. The others just came along, as nature took its course, were fed and clothed, sent off to the boarding schools. Sometimes they came back for a bank-holiday weekend. They brought gifts and an optimism that quickly waned. You could see them remembering everything, the existence, turning rigid when your father’s shadow crossed the floor. Leaving, they’d feel cured, impatient to get away.

         Your turn at boarding school never came. By then your father saw no point in educating girls; you’d go off and another man would have the benefit of your education. If you were sent to the day school you could help in the house, the yard. Your father moved into the other room but your mother gave him sex on his birthday. She’d go into his room and they’d have it there. It never took long and they never made noise but you knew. And then that too stopped and you were sent instead, to sleep with your father. It happened once a month or so, and always when Eugene was out.

         You went willingly at first, crossed the landing in your nightdress, put your head on his arm. He played with you, 7praised you, told you you had the brains, that you were the brightest child. Always he put his arm under your neck, then the terrible hand reaching down under the clothes to pull up the nightdress, the fingers, strong from milking, finding you. The mad hand going at himself until he groaned and then him asking you to reach over for the cloth, saying you could go then, if you wanted. The mandatory kiss at the end, stubble, and cigarettes on the breath. Sometimes he gave you a cigarette of your own and you could lie beside him smoking, pretending you were someone else. You’d go into the bathroom when it was over and wash, telling yourself it meant nothing, hoping the water would be hot.

         Now you stand on the landing trying to remember happiness, a good day, an evening, a kind word. It seems apt to search for something happy to make the parting harder but nothing comes to mind. Instead you remember that time the setter had all those pups. It was around the same time your mother started sending you into his room. In the spout-house, your mother leant over the half barrel, and held the sack under the water until the whimpering stopped and the sack went still. That day she drowned the pups, she turned her head and looked at you, and smiled.

         
            *

         

         Eugene comes up and finds you standing there.

         ‘It doesn’t matter,’ he says. ‘Pay no heed.’

         ‘What doesn’t matter?’

         He shrugs and goes into the room he shares with your father. You drag the suitcase downstairs. Your mother hasn’t washed the dishes. She is standing there at the door with a bottle of holy water. She shakes some of this water on you. 8Some of it gets in your eyes. Eugene comes down with the car keys.

         ‘Da wants to talk to you.’

         ‘He’s not getting up?’

         ‘No. You’re to go up to him.’

         ‘Go on,’ Ma says. ‘Don’t leave empty-handed.’

         You go back up the stairs, stop outside his room. You haven’t gone through this door since the blood started, since you were twelve. You open it. It’s dim inside, stripes of summer light around the curtains. There’s that same old smell of cigarette smoke and feet. You look at his shoes and socks beside the bed. You feel sick. He sits up in his vest, the cattle dealer’s eyes taking it all in, measuring.

         ‘So you’re going to America,’ he says.

         You say you are.

         ‘Aren’t you the sly one?’ He folds the sheet over his belly. ‘Will it be warm out there?’

         You say it will.

         ‘Will there be anyone to meet you?’

         ‘Yes.’ Agree with him. Always, that was your strategy.

         ‘That’s all right, so.’

         You wait for him to get the wallet out or to tell you where it is, to fetch it. Instead, he puts his hand out. You don’t want to touch him but maybe the money is in his hand. In desperation you extend yours, and he shakes it. He draws you towards him. He wants to kiss you. You don’t have to look at him to know he’s smiling. You pull away, turn out of the room but he calls you back. This is his way. He’ll give it to you now that he knows you thought you’d get nothing.

         ‘And another thing,’ he says. ‘Tell Eugene I want them meadows knocked by dark.’

         You go out and close the door. In the bathroom you 9wash your hands, your face, compose yourself once more.

         ‘I hope he gave you money?’ your mother says.

         ‘He did,’ you say.

         ‘How much did he give you?’

         ‘A hundred pound.’

         ‘He broke his heart,’ she says. ‘His own daughter, the last of ye, and he wouldn’t even get out of the bed and you going to America. Wasn’t it a black bastard I married!’

         ‘Are you ready?’ Eugene says. ‘We better hit the road.’

         You put your arms around your mother. You don’t know why. She changes when you do this. You can feel her getting soft in your arms.

         ‘I’ll send word, Ma, when I get there.’

         ‘Do,’ she says.

         ‘It’ll be night before I do.’

         ‘I know,’ she says. ‘The journey’s long.’

         Eugene takes the suitcase and you follow him outside. The cherry trees are bending. The stronger the wind, the stronger the tree. The sheep dogs follow you. You walk on, past the flower beds, the pear trees, on out towards the car. The Cortina is parked under the chestnut’s shade. You can smell the wild mint beside the diesel tank. Eugene turns the engine and tries to make some joke, starts down the avenue. You look again at your handbag, your ticket, the passport. You will get there, you tell yourself. They will meet you.

         Eugene stops in the avenue before the gates.

         ‘Da gave you nothing, sure he didn’t?’

         ‘What?’

         ‘I know he didn’t. You needn’t let on.’

         ‘It doesn’t matter.’

         ‘All I have is a twenty-pound note. I can send you money later on.’

         10‘It doesn’t matter.’

         ‘Do you think it would be safe to send money in the post?’

         It is a startling question, stupid. You look at the gates, at the woods beyond.

         ‘Safe?’

         ‘Yeah.’

         ‘Yes,’ you say you think it will.

         You get out and open the gates. He drives through, stops to wait for you. As you put the wire on, the filly trots down to the edge of the field, leans up against the fence, and whinnies. She’s a red chestnut with one white stocking. You sold her to buy your ticket but she will not be collected until tomorrow. That was the arrangement. You watch her and turn away but it’s impossible not to look back. Your eyes follow the gravel road, the strip of green between the tracks, on up to the granite post left there from Protestant days and, past it, your mother who has come out to see the last of you. She waves a cowardly little wave, and you wonder if she will ever forgive you for leaving her there with her husband.

         On down the avenue, the Rudds are already in the meadows. There’s a shot from an engine as something starts, a bright clap of laughter. You pass Barna Cross where you used to catch the bus to the Community School. Towards the end, you hardly bothered going. You simply sat in the wood under the trees all day or, if it was raining, you found a hayshed. Sometimes you read the books your sisters left behind. Sometimes you fell asleep. Once a man came into his hayshed and found you there. You kept your eyes closed. He stood there for a long time and then he went away.

         ‘There’s something you should know,’ Eugene says.

         11‘Oh?’

         ‘I’m not staying.’

         ‘What do you mean?’

         ‘I’m giving up the land. They can keep it.’

         ‘What?’

         ‘Can you see me living there with them until the end of their days? Could you see me bringing a woman in? What woman could stand it? I’d have no life.’

         ‘But what about all the work you’ve done, all that time?’

         ‘I don’t care about any of that,’ he says. ‘All that is over.’

         ‘Where will you go?’

         ‘I don’t know. I’ll rent some place.’

         ‘Where?’

         ‘I don’t know yet. I was waiting until you left. I didn’t think any further.’

         ‘You didn’t stay on my account?’

         He slows the car and looks over. ‘I did,’ he says. ‘But I wasn’t much use, was I, Sis?’

         It is the first time anyone has ever mentioned it. It feels like a terrible thing, being said.

         ‘You couldn’t be there all the time.’

         ‘No,’ he says. ‘I suppose I couldn’t.’

         Between Baltinglass and Blessington the road winds. You remember this part of the road. You came this way for the All Ireland finals. Your father had a sister in Tallaght he could stay with, a hard woman who made great tarts and left a chain of smoke. Boggy fields, bad land surround this road, and a few ponies grazing. As a child, you thought this was the West of Ireland. It used to make the adults laugh, to hear you say it. And now you suddenly remember one good thing about your father. It was before you had begun to go into his room. He had gone into the village and stopped at the garage for petrol. The girl at the 12pumps came up to him and told him she was the brightest girl in the class, the best at every subject, until you came along. He’d come back from the village and repeated this, and he was proud because you were brighter than the Protestant’s daughter.

         Close to the airport, planes appear in the sky. Eugene parks the car and helps you find the desk. Neither one of you knows exactly what to do. They look at your passport, take your suitcase and tell you where to go. You step onto moving stairs that frighten you. There’s a coffee shop where Eugene tries to make you eat a fry but you don’t want to eat or stay and keep him company.

         Your brother embraces you. You have never been embraced this way. When his stubble grazes your face, you pull back.

         ‘I’m sorry,’ he says.

         ‘It’s all right.’

         ‘Goodbye, Sis.’

         ‘Goodbye, Eugene. Take care.’

         ‘Watch out for pickpockets in New York.’

         You cannot answer.

         ‘Write,’ he says quickly. ‘Don’t forget to write.’

         ‘I won’t. Don’t worry.’

         You follow passengers through a queue and leave him behind. He will not go back for the fry; he hasn’t the time. You did not have to deliver the message. You know he will put his boot down, be home before noon, have the meadows knocked long before dark. After that there will be corn to cut. Already the winter barley’s turning. September will bring more work, old duties to the land. Sheds to clean out, cattle to test, lime to spread, dung. You know he will never leave the fields.

         A stranger asks for your handbag, and you give it to 13him. You pass through a frame that has no door and your handbag is returned to you. On the other side, the lights are bright. There’s the smell of perfume and roasted coffee beans, expensive things. You make out bottles of tanning lotion, a rack of dark glasses. It is all getting hazy but you keep on going, because you must, past the T-shirts and the duty-free towards the gate. When you find it, there is hardly anyone there but you know this is the place. You look for another door, make out part of a woman’s body. You push it, and it opens. You pass bright hand-basins, mirrors. Someone asks are you all right – such a stupid question14 – but you do not cry until you have opened and closed another door, until you have safely locked yourself inside your stall.
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         Earlier, the women came with flowers, each one a deeper shade of red. In the chapel, where they waited, their scent was strong. The organist slowly played the Bach toccata once again but a thrill of doubt was spreading through the pews. Already the slant of morning sun had crossed the granite ridge of the baptismal and slid into the font. The priest lifted his head and stared at the open doors where the bridesmaids, in green silk, stood silent. Beyond them, a pale cloud was splitting in the April sky. It was torn and had begun to drift before John Lawlor came up the steps with his only child and gave her away.

         Without any reference to time, the priest welcomed everyone and went on to perform the ceremony. There was a moment when he stumbled over the words but, before long, the vows were made and Jackson had the plain gold ring on her finger. In the vestry, the priest noticed how the bride’s hand shook as she lifted the heavy fountain pen, how sparingly the dark ink flowed onto the register but Jackson’s bold strokes clearly signified his name.

         Now, the priest stands outside and stares at the chapel grounds. It is a fresh day, bright with wind. Confetti has blown across the tombstones, the paving, up the graveyard path. On the yew, a scrap of veil quivers. He reaches up and takes it from the branch. It feels stiff in his hand, stranger than cloth. He would like, now, to change his clothes and turn out the country road, to cross the stile and 18walk down to the river. There, in the marshy patch between the fields, his presence would make the wild ducks scatter. Further down, at the edge of the river, he would feel calm but as soon as he turns the key in the chapel door, he faces up the street where his duty lies.

         Many of the shops in the village today are closed: scrubbed steel trays lie empty in the butcher’s window; blinds sit tight behind the draper’s pane. Only the newsagent’s door is open, a girl with scissors shearing the heads off yesterday’s papers. The priest crosses the street and walks up the avenue to the hotel. This was once the Protestant’s estate. On either side, the trees are tall and here the wind is strangely human. A tender speech is combing through the willows. In a bare whisper, the elms lean. Something about the place conjures up the ancient past: the hound, the spear, the spinning wheel. There’s pleasure to be had in history. What’s recent is another matter and painful to recall.

         Out on the lawn, the bride and groom with relatives are gathered. The bridesmaids, in their blustering gowns, are laughing now at something the best man has said. The photographer is out front, telling them where and how to stand. The priest crosses the red carpet and reaches out to shake the groom’s hand once again. He’s a low-set man with common blue eyes and a great deal of strength in his body.

         ‘I wish you all the best,’ says the priest. ‘I hope you will be very happy.’

         ‘Thank you, Father. Won’t you step in and get your photo taken with the rest of us?’ he says, placing him beside the bride.

         The bride is a beauty whose freckled shoulders, in this dress, are bare. A long string of pearls lies heavy against her skin. The priest steps in close without touching her and 19stares at the white line of her scalp where the shining red hair is parted. She looks calm but the bouquet in her hand is trembling.

         ‘You must be cold,’ he says.

         ‘I’m not.’

         ‘You must be.’

         ‘I’m not,’ she says. ‘I feel nothing.’

         Finally, she looks at him. The green eyes are stony and give nothing away.

         ‘Look this way, please!’

         The priest looks over the photographer’s head, at the clouds. The clouds are moving fast, obscuring the sun, throwing legitimate shadows on the lawn.

         ‘Lovely! Hold that.’ The formation stiffens while a button is pressed, then falls apart. ‘Could we have the groom’s family now? Would all members of the groom’s family please step forward!’

         Inside the hotel there’s the mordant heat of the crowd, the spill of guests. A waitress near the front desk is ladling punch. Another stands with a sharp knife, slicing a long, smoked salmon. The guests are queuing up, reaching for forks, capers, cuts of lemon. All about them, there are flowers. Never has the priest seen such flowers: wide-open tulips, blue hyacinths, trumpeting gladioli. He stands beside a crystal jug of roses and breathes in. Their scent is heavy. The need for a drink comes over him and he faces into the bar.

         ‘Hello, Father,’ says Miss Dunne, a stout woman in a multicoloured dress. ‘That was a decent ceremony. Short and sweet, you kept it.’

         ‘That’s the easy bit, Miss Dunne. I hope they will be happy now.’

         ‘Only time will tell,’ she says. ‘You could be jumping the gun.’

         20The priest smiles. ‘Will you take a drink?’

         ‘No,’ she says. ‘I never touch it.’ Her arms are folded.

         ‘Never?’

         ‘No. Never. If you don’t know why, just stay till evening.’

         ‘You’ll have a mineral?’

         ‘I won’t,’ she says. ‘I’ll wait for me dinner.’

         The priest realises she is happy standing there on her own. He goes to the bar and orders a hot whiskey. The barmaid sighs and puts the kettle on, stabs a slice of lemon with cloves, drops a spoon into an empty glass. He looks at the crowd and waits for someone to descend. Mostly it’s women who talk to him. There are people here who would like to talk. There are others who owe him money.

         Mrs Jackson, the groom’s mother, comes in from the cold. Her colour is high, clashing with the lilac dress. She takes her hat off and, not knowing where to place it, puts it on again.

         ‘Where was I going wud this?’ she says. ‘An auld woman like me.’

         It’s the old game he used to love and has tired of: they put themselves down so he can easily raise them up again. Always looking for the compliment.

         ‘Would you stop,’ he says. ‘Don’t you look marvellous.’

         ‘God help us, Father, but it’s little you know,’ she says, standing an inch taller.

         ‘Easy knowing you’re a priest,’ says her niece. ‘A man would never say that.’ She is studying the room, clearly disappointed in the men that are there.

         Mrs Jackson dismisses the remark. ‘Well, at least that much is done. I have only the one left now and, God knows, I could be left with him till the end of my days.’

         ‘You don’t think he’ll marry?’

         21‘Who’d take him? A bloody nuisance, he is. All work and all play. Nothing in between.’

         ‘You’ll take a drink, Mrs Jackson?’

         ‘I won’t,’ she says. ‘I’ll go off and see about this dinner, in the name of God.’

         A young woman from outside the parish leans over the bar, trying to get service. She leans over the barber who is staring at his glass.

         ‘Is that glass half full or half empty would you say, Father?’

         ‘It’s whatever you think,’ the priest says.

         ‘Well, I don’t know what else you’ve been drinking,’ the woman says, ‘but surely it can’t be one without being the other.’

         The barber frowns and then its meaning registers.

         ‘Women,’ he says, shaking his head. ‘The women always have an answer.’

         A flower girl races past, trailing more children. The hot whiskey settles him, reminds him of winter nights in his youth. He begins to think of Christmas and his mother, how she poured the stout into the pudding and made him stir it, made him wish. She had encouraged without pushing him towards the priesthood. Once, as an altar boy, he’d stood in the vestry and let his hand trail over the cassock, the surplice. Winter light was staining itself on the high window and in the chapel the choir was practising ‘How Great Thou Art’. He had, at that moment, felt the path opening, but there is no time to dwell on such things here. Lawlor, the bride’s father, has stepped in tight and clasped his hand. In his palm, the priest feels money.

         ‘Something for your trouble,’ Lawlor says quietly.

         ‘Thank you,’ the priest accepts. ‘It was my pleasure.’

         Lawlor is a widower with two hundred acres on the 22Carlow road. The silk tie is perfectly knotted, its stripe bringing up the dark red thread in the suit. He is well known as a man of taste, well liked. He looks across the bar at the groom who has his head down, listening to something another man is saying.

         ‘Do you think that brother of his will be fit to stand?’ Lawlor asks.

         ‘Won’t the dinner soon be served?’ says the priest.

         ‘We’ve arranged it so we won’t be hanging around. They should be calling us any minute now.’ He turns silent and stares again at the groom. ‘When a woman makes up her mind, you can’t stand in her way. You are best out of it.’

         ‘Things have their own way of sorting themselves out,’ the priest consoles.

         ‘Some do,’ he says, dropping his head, toeing the stool with the big, polished shoe. ‘You have to stand back and let them at it, let them make their own mistakes. That’s the trouble. And if you don’t go to that trouble, you ask for more.’

         The girl who was ladling punch comes into the bar with a gong. ‘Please take your seats! Ladies and gentlemen! Dinner will be served!’

         There’s a ripple of surprise. Women reach for their handbags. Drinkers panic and order another round. A trickle flows towards the ballroom where the tables have been set.

         ‘You know where I am,’ says the priest. ‘If ever you need me.’

         ‘I hope I won’t have to call on you,’ Lawlor says.

         ‘Call anyhow,’ the priest says. ‘I’m home most evenings.’

         In the Gents, he stands before the mirror and washes his hands, combs the hair back off his forehead. It is growing 23fast, falling down over his eyes but the last time he went to the barber, he was given a rough cut. Donal Jackson, the best man, comes in, leans against the wall, and urinates. The stream is long and noisy on the tile. He turns before his cock is put away. It is a huge cock and he has difficulty getting it back into the rented trousers.

         ‘A fucken ornament, Father,’ he says. ‘Much like your own.’

         ‘Aisy!’ shouts Kennedy, who has flushed and come out of the stall. ‘There’s no need for that. Would you ever put that thing away!’ He is half amused. ‘Don’t mind this blackguard, Father. Pay no heed.’

         Going out the door, the priest hears laughter. There was a time, not too long ago, when they would have waited until he could not have heard. He must go to the bar and compose himself once more. Weddings are hard. The drink flows and the words come out and he has to be there. A man loses his daughter to a younger man. A woman sees her son throwing himself away on a lesser woman. It is something they half believe. There’s the expense, the sentiment, the no going back. Any time promises are made in public, people cry.

         He stands at the counter and orders a small Powers. When the barmaid hands it to him, she says it’s paid for. The priest looks up. At the far counter, holding a fresh pint of stout, stands the groom. He raises his glass and smiles. The priest lifts the whiskey and takes a sip. It had never occurred to him, until now, that Jackson might have known.

         The crowd has filled the ballroom, covered now with tables laid. There’s the flash of silverware, candle flame, the grate of chairs on polished wood. Half the parish is here; a small wedding will no longer do. At the head table, 24every seat but the groom’s is taken. Why had he assumed that a chair would be reserved up there for him? Awkwardly, he does the round of tables, looking for his name. Miss Dunne signals, points. He’s been seated at a table with relatives. On his left, the bride’s uncle. To his right, the groom’s aunt.

         ‘I see they’ve put you down with the rest of the sinners,’ says the aunt.

         The priest offers no response. They milk the subject of the weather for a minute or two then look at the menu. The courses are printed in gold, and they are given a choice: cream of vegetable soup to start or crab meat in an avocado pear. Then poached salmon with parsley sauce or lamb in a rosemary jus.

         The groom’s aunt sees no need for all the fuss.

         ‘Wouldn’t a piece of boiled ham do us? It’s far from alvocadoes we were reared,’ she says, looking for praise.

         ‘I wonder where they poached the salmon?’ Sinnott says. ‘I hope it wasn’t my part of the river.’ He is a wiry man who seldom pays his dues and has confessed to stealing sheep off Jackson’s hill.

         Lawlor, at the head table, taps a glass and the crowd turns silent. A member of staff comes over with a microphone and hands it to the priest. Mechanically, he begins.

         ‘Bless us, O Lord, and these Thy gifts …’

         Heads bow. A crying child is taken from the room. As soon as he reaches the Amen, platters of avocado pears and bowls of soup appear. Bread rolls are buttered. Heads dip. Girls with a bottle in each hand pour red and white wine. Dishes of roast potatoes are brought out, vegetables, boats of gravy. Comfort is taken in the food and silence presides until the first wave of hunger is satiated. Then the talk begins.

         25‘You never put on an ounce, Father,’ the aunt says. ‘Don’t mind me asking but how do you keep the weight down?’

         ‘I walk,’ he says, letting out a sigh.

         ‘The walking is great, they say. Do you go far?’

         ‘I go out the road as far as the creamery and on down to the river,’ he says. ‘I go any day I’m able.’

         ‘I know that way,’ Miss Dunne says. ‘Were you ever down wud the Chinaman, Father?’

         ‘No.’ He laughs. ‘What Chinaman?’

         ‘Well, you wouldn’t know him – he’s not a Christian – but there’s people goes down to him for the cure.’

         ‘The cure?’

         ‘Aye,’ she says, reaching for the salt.

         ‘Where, exactly, does he live?’

         ‘Down below Redmond’s in the caravan. You know there at the back of the hay shed? You must know it if you do be down that way.’

         ‘He’s a refugee, some relation of them people wud the Chinese,’ the Jackson man says. ‘Redmond of the quarry hired him as labourer and now he’s down there tending the ewes.’

         ‘Says he hasn’t lost a lamb yet,’ Breen says. ‘They say, in all fairness, that he’s a good man even though he doesn’t always do it our way.’

         ‘He won’t have a dog. Has some terror of dogs,’ says Mike Brennan from the hill.

         ‘He’d probably ate the bloody sheep dog,’ Sinnott says, stretching out for the last roast potato.

         ‘What, exactly, does he do?’ the priest asks.
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