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            ‘Darkness is our souls do you not think?

            Flutier. Our souls, shame-wounded by our sins.’
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            ‘And thy belly be like a heap of wheat set about with lilies.’
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1
            A Fresh Crime

         

         ahead of them the road runs in a long entwined undulation of mud, patched tar and fjords of green, the grassy surfaces rutted and trampled, but the young shoots surgent in the sun; flowers and flowering weed in full regalia, a carnival sight, foxglove highest and lordliest of all, the big furry bees nosing in the cool speckled recesses of mauve and white bell. O sun. O brazen egg-yolk albatross; elsewhere dappled and filtered through different muslins of leaf, an after-smell where that poor donkey collapsed, died and decayed; the frame of a car, turquoise once; rimed in rust, dock and nettle draping the torn seats, a shrine where a drunk and driven man put an end to himself, then at intervals rubbish dumps, the bottles, canisters, reading matter and rank gizzards of the town riff-raff stowed in the dead of night.

         ‘Blackguards,’ her father said. He always said that when he passed these dumps and vowed to look into his forefather’s deeds and get his ownership straightened out. They walk in silence, the man several leagues ahead, his soft brown hat a greenish shard in the bright sunlight, a bold rapparee, his stride animated with a kind of revelrous frenzy, traffic growing fainter and fainter, a clackety river beyond and in the odd gusts of wind the under-sides of the larches purling up to show ballroom skirts of spun-silver. The road silent, somnolent yet with a speech of its own, speaking back to them, father and child, through trappings 2of sun and fretted verdure, speaking of the old mutinies and a fresh crime mounting in the blood.

         The man carried a measuring tape – one he had borrowed – the girl, a tin can to collect blackberries. It was too early, berries on the stalks showed rawly pink, little excrescences purposing to come forth in a pained fruition. His spirits were buoyant because he was going to sell some of his fallow bogland, put it in plastic containers, marked ‘antiquity’ and ship it. The brainwave had hit him the previous evening when he read in the paper about foreigners hankering for bog.

         ‘It beats Banagher and Banagher beats the bank,’ he had said. In Europe and beyond, men went out on Sundays, shedding their city constraints in search of the bemired underworld. One such lucky party of pioneers had come upon a man thousands of years old and while knowing it to be a matter of gravity, nevertheless brought away a portion of him, his little shrivelled bags, which in the paper was given the Latin name of Testa.

         ‘We might even dig up a little man … A cave man,’ he said.

         ‘I hope we don’t,’ Mary said.

         He leapt to his task, threw off his jacket, as soon as they got there, extending the metal ruler down the moist seams of black-brown soil and hurrahed when it landed in the mire of the water. He shouted the measurements and she shouted them back to make sure that she had heard correctly. Pounds, shillings and pence danced before his eyes, carpets for her mother, her poor moiling mother, a bicycle for her and then getting carried away with his estimations 3he spun the metal tape in a wide and apostolic arc, a wand, pronouncing his claim over the deserted but fabled landscape, over furze and fern, lakewater and bogwater, bogwort, myrtle, sphagnum, the warblers’ and the bitterns’ cry; his empire. He struck out with it then waved and dandled it to verify both his powers and the riches which had lain so long, prone and concealed, waiting for the thrust of the slane. He fished in one bog hole, then the next, hooking on green scum and a frail cress with tiny white fibres, which he placed at her feet.

         ‘Fancy a snack,’ he said and presently he was combing a third lodge of water for a big fish, no more of your scutty little minnows, a salmon, eight, nine, pounds in weight, something to get his bait into. Warming now to this charade he lifted the rod, shook it free of water, knelt to fix to it, those juicy worms which had been suffocating in his trouser pocket since morning.

         ‘We’ll make a fire and we’ll roast him … Who was that fellow … I know … Finn Mac Comhill who ate of the salmon of knowledge … We’ll be the same,’ and easing the rod down he watches for the tell-tale ripples, the rings of water in the space above the fish’s nostrils.

         He was acting like he acted with visitors, a spiral of gaiety that was sometimes short-lived and often followed by some argument about horses or the exclusivity of the family motto. Might before right, that was his.

         ‘Go on … Get the fire going,’ he said and drew himself backwards in a mimicry of someone tugging at a formidable weight.

         ‘We’ll cook it at home,’ she said, persisting in the game.4

         ‘We’ll cook it here,’ he said, and with his free hand did a shoo in her direction to get her moving, to gather kindling and bank the fire with the strewn turf that lay around like consignments of mauled pampooties.

         ‘Eureka … Eureka,’ he said and told the world that either he would break that fish or that fish would break him. On impulse then he decided to let the bucko stew a bit, and dropping the rod he wedged the metal case under a stone, then searched for cigarettes which he hadn’t brought, said ‘blast, blast’ then came behind her where she was bent down lifting the burnt logs among the cinders from a recent fire.

         ‘Daytrippers,’ he said.

         ‘Yes. Daytrippers.’

         ‘I wonder why they came in here.’

         ‘To see the scenery.’

         ‘You can see scenery anywhere but you can’t get as lonesome a place as this.’

         He asked her to try and guess what those daytrippers might have eaten.

         ‘Oh … Anything … Hard-boiled eggs … Potatoes.’

         ‘And after the spuds, comes the strawberries,’ he says and starts then to feel the stuff of her dress, pinching the bodice underneath it. In the instance of his doing it, she thought she had always known that it would happen, or that it had happened, this, a re-enactment of a petrified time. To impede him she stood up and made fidgety bustly movements, remarking that they had better be getting back, pretending not to notice the snapping of the elastic, his jesting with it, allowing it to snap back and forth, 5jesting of flesh and ruched thread, then not that at all, a hand on the gusset, his splayed hand lifting her up and off, like it was the swing boats, going out, out, a sherbety feeling, out into the cumuli of space.

         ‘Is that nice?’

         ‘I don’t know.’

         ‘Is that nicer?’

         ‘I don’t know.’

         ‘What are little girls made of?’

         ‘I don’t know.’

         ‘Sugar and spice and all things nice – say it, say it, Mary.’

         ‘Sugar … and spice … and … and …’ the voice growing pipey and the mountains and sky bumping into one another.

         ‘Say it … Say it.’

         ‘We’ll lose our fish,’ she says.

         ‘He has the worm … He’s OK, come,’ he says, the voice softer now, hiving up her dress and walking her backwards, his arms cumbent so that she has to droop on them, her eye catching an old Ovaltine tin with a picture of a lady with a saffron mantilla, veering her away from the light, onto a cushiony incline with a ring of gorse above it, his figure falling through the air, an apotheosis descending down into a secrecy where there was only them, him and her. Darkness then, a weight of darkness except for one splotch of sunlight on his shoulder and all the differing motions, of water, of earth, of body, moving as one, on a windless day. Not a sound of a bird. An empty place, a place cut off from every place else and her body too, the knowing part of her body getting separated from what was happening down there.6

         It does not hurt if you say it does not hurt. It does not hurt if you are not you. Criss-cross waxen sheath, uncrissing, uncrossing. Mush. Wet, different wets. His essence, hers, their two essences one. O quenched and empty world. An eternity of time, then a shout, a chink of light, the ground easing back up, gorse prickles on her scalp and nothing ever the same again and a feeling as of having half died.

         Her pink canvas shoe had fallen into the water and she lifted it funnel-wise to free it of ooze. He looked at her, a probing look, looked through her as if she were parchment and then half laughed.

         ‘What would your mother say … Dirty little thing.’

         He crosses to the lake, wading through the thick lattice of bulrushes and she thinks he is washing now in the brackenish water, swabbing himself with the saucer leaf of the water-lily and that on him will linger the sweet lotus of that flower.

         Everything is drying, coagulating. It is a plasma. She will wash in the river, wash and rewash and pleat herself back together. She will throw the knickers far away down in the fairy fort. She does not know what has happened. And there is no one that she can ask. An image floated up then to startle her, something she had once seen and thought of as being quite harmless, it was a cake at a party which seemed to be uncut but when she brought her face up close to it, every piece had been severed, every severed piece, side by side, a wicked decoy.

         Climbing the roped rickety gate that led from the bog road to the outer road she wobbles, grips a tassel of flowering dock and the coral seeds crushed to shreds she puts in 7her pocket. Only they will know. No one else will ever know.

         Except that they will.

         
            *

         

         In the City far away men of bristling goatee beards, men of serious preoccupied countenances, move through the great halls, corporeal figures of knowledge and gravity, the white of their wigs changing colour as they pass under the rotunda of livid light, ribs of yellow hair, smarting, becoming phosphorescent, powerful men, men with a swagger, a character personified by the spill of the gown or the angle of a coiffed wig, their juniors a few paces behind them laden with briefs and ledgers, the whole paraphernalia of the law in motion, some already at the bench, others, walking slowly to the appointed courts, men of principle who know nothing of the road or the road’s soggy secret will one day be called to adjudicate upon it, for all is always known, nothing is secret, all is known and scriven upon the tablet of time.

      

   


   
      
         
8
            Fruits

         

         it was saturday. She was let stay in bed. Her mother felt her head. Scalding. Scalding.

         The sun made little incursions of light, bluing Our Lady’s blue cloak and emphasising the white disc of her chest. Dust on the linoleum moved in whorls like it had life in it. She would mop the room when she got up. Swish the side of the mop, the feathery part, over the grey-blue linoleum with its motifs of trodden berries. She did not look at Our Lady. Our Lady knew. Maybe her mother knew. Maybe Tara knew. Maybe the teacher that she liked knew, maybe that was why he was so abrupt. She would never have a boyfriend. ‘I’ll never have a boyfriend, ever.’ She didn’t get crushes on young boys, like Tara did. But she had a crush on the new teacher, who had come to the vocational school. His name was Augustine and he had a beard. She imagined if he lay in a hayfield, little pismires getting in there and tickling him and his asking his sweetheart to tease them out. He was engaged. She had gone to the school and had him called out to give him a message.

         Her mother said that if he was looking for accommodation they had spare rooms. Her mother had not said it expressly, she had merely said that the money from a room could help defray expenses. Also another person to sit with them at night would mean there were fewer rows. He seemed baffled at being called from his office and 9alternated between smiling and blinking. He suffered from involuntary blinking. She had made a hash of the request, saw that he saw that there was scheming in it. He hadn’t. It was simply that he was far too happy where he lived, enjoying a nightly luxury that no one, not even himself, could explain, a succubus who ministered to him while he slept. He had digs in a room above a shop, enjoyed the company of the men who drank after hours and discussed everything that transpired in the town and up the country, every stir. Most nights he was given a snack, a cold beef sandwich or a slice of cake and then to his bedroom and at totally unpredictable times, his visitor, pulling the covers back, planting this constellation of kisses, hungry kisses on his lower quarters, his coming awake to commune with her, only to find her in flight, sometimes catching a glimpse of a bit of white nightgown.

         He felt certain that it was Moira the shopgirl. It had to be. Yet nothing in her daylight manner gave her away. She would be up early, racing from the shop to the kitchen, frying rashers, getting cakes of bread in the oven, adjudicating on the weather and calling up to him, ‘Your breakfast, professor.’ It was with a great formality she stood over him and poured his tea. He spent hours watching her, he watched her carrying crates of beer and plonk them on the counter, then shout to a potboy to come and sweep the place, he watched her peel the muslin from the big cooked hams and put them on the slicers, he watched her slice, he watched her take a fillet of fat with a breadcrumb and sugar coating, lick it and put it in her mouth. He watched her scratch herself. He watched her barge at the postman who was too 10lazy to get out of his van to deliver the letters. She would not be drawn out on any subject, except the weather. He thought of laying a trap for her such as leaving a suitcase in the middle of the floor which she would trip over, but then thought why spoil it. Her mouth it was that made him certain. In an otherwise homely face, her mouth was maddening, like blubber, red, the red of raspberry wine, practising on itself for its night-time forays.

         ‘Actually, I’m fixed up,’ he had said to Mary and she slunk away, believing that she had made a fool of herself.

         ‘I made a fool of myself … Didn’t I?’ she said to Our Lady and then promised to do a novena so that they would get someone for the room. The sound of the roaring was so fierce and escalating that it was like fire. Her father was taking it out on her mother on account of her being let stay in bed. She ducks under the covers. It follows her there. She cannot hear the exact words but that is of no matter, she waits only for the sound of things crashing and then the silence, the pounding silence which always follows when her mother has fallen to the floor or onto a chair. Yet there is neither the falling or the silence, just the anger crackling and spewing.

         Some time later her mother came up to report. Her father had caught some boys raiding the orchard, one bucko up in the pear tree, shaking the branches, another gathering the spoils and a third looking through the hole in the wall, the lookout. Her father had marched them into the kitchen to read the riot act and threatened them with the guards. Her mother re-enacted it, her father writing down their names, their ages and their abodes, when he knew very well 11they all lived in the cottages, then describing how they were white as sheets and one of them having to go out during the interrogation, got short-taken.

         ‘I thought it was you,’ Mary said.

         ‘I was in stitches,’ her mother said.

         ‘I thought he was shouting at you,’ Mary said.

         Her mother went on laughing. A strange hard brittle laughter. She did not like her mother then.

         You can think more than one thing about the same person at exactly the same time. You can think oodles of things and they are all different and they are all true. Her mother was a plantation of evening foliage and evening flowers, lush and copious, dark red dahlias; her mother was that bit of stone wall with stained-glass windows that no one could see through; her mother was the Chinese lady in the picture with the dagger in her hair and pursed knowing lips, her mother was the woman who sat on the table when that doctor came and made free with her, was allowed to swing her legs, then feel her calves, then slip off her shoes and she being told in a strained voice to go off and play. You can think more than one thing about a person at the same time and they are all true, but one thing seems to be truer, the clandestine thing.

         Her mother told her that she was to get up, that her father wanted her to do a message.

         ‘What message?’ she said, bridling.

         ‘The fresh air will put the roses back in your cheeks.’

         ‘What message?’

         She almost told then, she was almost ready to tell it then because of being vexed.

      

   


   
      
         
12
            Flesh

         

         run. run. run. Then it can’t happen. A road with umpteen cars and lorries, yet a road with bends, blind corners where anyone might be lurking. Her father had told her to go and ask your man with the stallion if he could bring the mare. The man’s phone was banjaxed.

         ‘You’ll be better once you’re up,’ her mother said, the old appeasements about fresh air and roses in the cheeks.

         Passing the cottages, a mother of one of the truant boys launches into a spiel, half song, half tirade, cursing those with orchards, landed people with not a drop of Christian blood in them; a big woman, bare-sleeved, her hands raw from tubs of washing, her arms spawned with freckles, the vaccination marks glaringly white. With a stick she beats a tartan rug that is hanging on a line, marvelling at the motes of dust that come streaming out.

         Once out of the village and up the country road the breeze gets headier. It is like paws on her cheek, touching her. Everything makes her jump. Butterflies run on ahead and she tries to keep up with them, the sage green of their drawn wings like as if pollen was spattered on them. She only knows the man’s first name – it is Eamonn. He has a red face and after his wife left him it was said that he killed her German dog with his bare hands and that it was left outside the barracks, its neck doubled back and its mouth bloodied. A loner ever since.13

         ‘No. No. No.’ The sound comes out piping. Her voice answering to a young man in a grocery van who has slowed down to offer her a lift.

         ‘I’d rather walk,’ she says a little less frantic.

         ‘Sound,’ he says and drives off, giving a chirpy hoot. It is like that. Everything and everyone is liable to attack her. She is a leper. What to do about Holy Communion next day. She has decided that she will go to the altar and when the moment comes to take the host she will lower her head. She knows that after a few Sundays the priest will notice and will come to her house or her school. Each day unbeknownst to her mother she has gone to the river. She has brought salt in a paper bag and in a shallow part of the river she has sprinkled it, then squatted in it.

         The slip road is a lattice of green with bushes and briars on either side. She passes pebble-dash piers with a bed and breakfast placard and further on there is a little pony, tethered to a hazel tree, standing sullenly in a heap of dung, flies buzzing and circling around him. In the field beyond, mares and their young are lying in pairs, sunning themselves. At that moment a foal starts to gallop and the mother follows, the two of them doing the radius of the field, a shifting and flowing mirage of white and off-white limbs, a decorousness in their tracks, yet queerly hysterical, then stopping all of a sudden to look about, and as if to receive an accolade. The foal suckles the mare quietly, so quietly, there is not even a gurgle and the mare seemly indifferent to it, munches greedily on the grass and swallows without chewing.

         Through the open door of a bungalow, she sees a playpen, pink, the pink of strawberry milkshake, the rungs festooned 14with toys and baubles which are also pink. A little boy with red cheeks and one very red squashed earlobe is playing with a fire engine, lifting the frail white ladder up and down, getting vexed with it, then going into a fit the moment he sets eyes on her. His mother comes into view, a young woman in a dirndl skirt who lifts him out and says, ‘There, there,’ while kissing him all over. The woman and her husband have just moved to the neighbourhood to take over the management of a supermarket. Mary has noticed them at mass, the only married couple to sit together.

         ‘My father sent me over to ask if he can bring the mare later on.’

         ‘Frank,’ the woman calls. She has come to the wrong house. He is in grey pyjamas with the cord missing so that he has to hold them up. His bare chest has the hard fawn indentations of walnut-shell and his hair is tousled.

         ‘You’ve come to the wrong house,’ he says, and points to one further up with a tractor in front of it. The mother eases the child back into the pen where he now punches each and every bauble, so that it is like a toy-fair sprung to life, a jamboree in which pink shutters open and close, a cash register dispatches its drawer, a pink ball swings on a pendulum, a vanity mirror does somersaults and throughout, a strange aged guttural voice repeats, ‘Babyee … Babyee … Babyee …’ Husband and wife stand side by side laughing and there is between them such a harmony, an insatiable love, as if they are kissing, even though they are not. The small space between their bodies is a compression of desire and heat and when they look at the child they are looking with the same eyes, the same doting eyes and when they 15look at Mary they want her to be gone, their snug world is that complete.

         ‘Does he have a cross dog?’ she asks.

         ‘You wouldn’t know what he has … He’s so odd,’ the husband says and runs off shouting, ‘My toast, my toast.’ Mary can smell it as she walks away.

         The man with the stallion is bandaging a mare’s tail, doing it briskly as a surgeon might, while the little piebald pony is being led around her, nuzzling her, glorying in it. A woman with dark glasses is standing by a bright blue horsebox and the man with her, her groom, is shielding a lit match with his cap while she draws on a long black cigarette.

         ‘She’s on, she’s on … She’s casting,’ Eamonn shouts as water begins to gush from the mare, like a tap freed of its washer, yet the lips from which it pours are the scarlet red of freshly drawn blood, which open and close in a kind of winking frenziedness. He calls to the young boy to get Mike Tyson from the boil house and be quick about it or it’ll be all over.

         There is something slow and ceremonious about the passage of the stallion across the rectangle of weeds and grass to where the mare is standing, in it the immutable ritual of courtship.

         ‘He’ll be all pie to her at first … The Latin lover,’ Eamonn says and the stallion, as he comes alongside her, runs his neck silkily alongside hers, lingering, then sniffs at her flank without regard to the rushing water, while at the same time the little teaser is led away, her head down as if she has just disgraced herself. The white of the stallion so close to the burnished chestnut of the mare resembles the 16painted halves of twin centaurs. Then he mounts her, his frame like a cupola, covering hers. It is uncannily still, no sound at all, the mare not moving, not even blinking, merely gazing out, as if at something immemorial, even the men very still, no sound except for the prancing, a dainty prancing at that, of the hind legs of the stallion as he passes into her, his possession of her a long glide, as though being sucked hungrily and moistly by every particle of her, her eyes softly gazing and the sense now of something happening, that primal transaction of entrails and juices, the moment contained, another life beginning in the dark secret spheres of her, away from sun and sunlight, and even away from the source which gave it and which is now withdrawing from her, strangely indifferent and dulled, an entity on four feet being led away. In her, something biding, immobile, a rock-like stillness.

         ‘Did you enjoy that,’ Eamonn says to Mary. She looks down at her shoes. She does not want him to see that she is crying.

         ‘My father wants to know if he can bring the mare.’

         ‘Tell him tomorrow … And tomorrow … Mike’s had his wedding today … Not that he’d mind … They say you can kill yourself with drink or drugs but not with sex,’ he says and shouts across to Dorothy to ask her if she agrees.

         ‘I wouldn’t know, Eamonn,’ she calls back.

         ‘The mare gets most of the fun,’ he says and nudges Mary to see how she is taking the joke. He sees the tears and laughs loudly.

         ‘Christ … You must live in a doll’s house,’ he says. She wants to explain that it is not from fear, that it is something 17beyond fear, something else, but she cannot, because she knows that no matter what words she uses he will not understand. That she knows. That is how it is. His boots, upturned and stumpy are like the boots of the man on a Toby jug except that they are covered with muck.

         ‘My father said to ask how much.’

         ‘He knows how much from the last time,’ he says and winks as she goes, tells her to hang around and learn the facts of life.

         In a gust of wind the hail came, sudden and slantwise, it blew across the treetops and left a sort of silver spume on them and the sides of the saplings billowed and caved with it, then cushioned out and caved again and in the field as she passed by, the stallion stood stock still, head high, the hail like a pearled toga flung across his back, shanks and hooves in a fresco of pink-tinted blossom.

      

   


   
      
         
18
            Thou Shalt Not Kill

         

         gubu. gubu. gubu. Roisin, their visitor from the city, gloats on the word, repeating it with different intonations and making faces to emphasise her disgust.

         ‘Grotesque, unbelievable, bizarre, unjust.’

         The women look, listen, crossing and uncrossing their legs, shifting their haunches, the elderly ladies on chairs, the thinner ones squeezed onto a sofa, intrigued and not a little awed by the brusqueness of her manner, her militancy, the necessity for them to recognise the urgency of why she has come, the catastrophe which is happening all around.

         The room itself is roasting, her invective adding to the heat, so much so that the ornaments seem to quiver and the two cranberry vases of which Noni is so proud and each of which houses a chaste white tulip, look on the point of toppling over. Noni imagines water leaking onto the lace antimacassars and thence to the new salmon-pink carpet which she is paying on the instalment for. Sally, who is herself expecting a child and in no way prepared to hear about the slaughter of the unborn, wishes she had not come and wonders if she could go out. Rammed down their throats are the details of the tiny thing, when it starts to make a fist, suck its thumb, get hiccups, swim, do somersaults and even sneeze. It is making her queasy. Johnny was right. She should not have come. A baby was a mystery and it should be left so. Roisin is holding up two pictures, two 19contrasting pictures, a contented baby, curled up in a womb, and a torn baby, its body mangled, pools of black blood in the crevices and in the empty crater of its head. Arms go up, forearms go up which Roisin pulls aside, forcing them to look, to witness the butchery done in England and elsewhere by a clique of killers. She dilates on the methods – curetting, suction, salt poisoning, Caesarean.

         Fearing that she might have been too strident she now holds up a photograph taken from a painting of Our Lady, Our Lady’s eyes sunken from incessant weeping, her fingernails dirty from rooting in trash bins to find the foetuses and save them from dogs and human scavengers. She kneels before each one now, a tremor in her voice, asking them to look into their hearts and ask themselves if they could endure the thought of any child ever being slaughtered again. She recites the words that such a child might, in its last mangled moments, scream out.

         
            
               ‘I won’t see the sky or the birds in the trees

               I won’t sing a lullaby or feel a cool breeze

               I love you dear mummy, of course I do

               And I thought dear mummy you loved me too.’

            

         

         The women in their cardigans and garish frocks, their different lollopings of perfume and hairspray, sit stiffly, terrified of her and look down at the sad eyes and the dirty fingernails of Our Lady. She tells them that the artist who painted the picture completed it in a matter of hours, though normally her work took months, because Our Lady’s hand guided her.20

         Mrs Morgan, the retired midwife, holds the image to her lips, repeatedly kisses it and thinks, ‘If only, if only, we had a crusader like Roisin long ago.’ In her long toiling years, childless years, she recalls the babies she delivered, the anguished mothers asking why they had to be women, her shouting at them to push, push, that first miracle cry, that infant’s pierce, which did not, however, make up for the silenced creatures she had found in drawers and wardrobes and in bolster cases, like sleeping dolls; a little baby boy in a lavatory bowl, twins with binding twine around their necks, outside in a haggart, a brazen strap of a sister saying itinerants must have left them.

         Murderers in legal closets, pagans in Strasbourg, a network conspiring in the greatest holocaust of all, the abortion holocaust. She is walking, striding, in her coffee-brown trouser suit, her bracelets jangling, estimating by the expression in their eyes their commitment or their shiftiness, almost certain of the ones who will enrol and the ones who will slink away.

         ‘Your children shall be the olive fruits around your table,’ she says to Maeve, the prettiest of the group and the most refractory. They outstare each other, two determined young women, their hair identically coloured with henna lights; enmity. Maeve suddenly laughs, to rile her.

         ‘Why do you laugh?’

         ‘I bet you’d love to know,’ Maeve says, thinking that Joe will kiss her when he comes off shift, kiss her all the way to the car and have her knickers off as soon as they get into the back seat. ‘You’re too good to me, Maeve,’ is what he will say if he wants a certain thing.21

         ‘Got to see my young man,’ she says, and goes out, spluttering with laughter.

         It is not at all how Noni imagined it. She imagined tributes for her spick and span house, the blazing fire, the big logs, the spread in the kitchen, savouries under the hood of the stove to keep warm, knives and forks, daintily wrapped in a paper napkin as they might be for a wedding or a twenty-first. Wines and port wines and the cut glasses on the tray, the lustre of rainbows on them.

         ‘It’s home … It’s what we call home,’ she had imagined herself saying in answer to these manifold tributes, secretly chuckling at having given her husband strict orders not to come back until after eleven o’clock, not to darken her door until every motor car was gone. On and off during the day she gave a satisfied hoot as she recalled his cringing mien, asking her what he was to do until eleven o’clock and her telling him that no doubt he would find something to do, somewhere to plank his backside.

         Those three sessions with the counsellor have given her her mandate. She wears the trousers now and has mastery over that pig of a man to whom she has been married for twenty-five years. Deciding to do catering for the factory and for private parties has brought her independence, that and a stint on Saturday morning doing the altar in the chapel. She holds the chequebook, pays the television rent, pays the licence fee and hides that remote so that he can no longer flick the channels. Their battles have ceased. She cooks her own tea in the evening, rashers and fried bread, or a Spanish omelette, cleans the pan so that when he comes in from his job with his brown paper parcel of chops or 22sausages he has to find the pan, melt the fat and start all over again. She has allocated to him utensils, cups, saucers, three pieces of cutlery with yellowish stains like rancid egg yolk. A sort of truce after many bitter years of rowing, the earlier years when he struck her, the later ones when he raised his fist and longed to strike her, culminating in an atmosphere of glares. Silence now and if some necessity for speech arises, such as a slate falling off, or his aunt from Canada phoning, the information transmitted through another, usually a passing child. Gone the time when she cowered, dreaded his key in the door at night, drunk, banging things, threatening to kill her, all that is past now and there is a truce, a hating truce.

         ‘Ronan won’t be joining us,’ Sheilagh had said. Sheilagh would be first, in her apron and her cork-soled sandals, cringing, saying she should have changed into something good.

         ‘Ronan has been sent a-packing,’ she had said, knowing only too well that Sheilagh’s is one of the hobs he hatched on, portraying the aggrieved husband with a witch for a wife.

         ‘Answer that door,’ she had called to her abruptly, she herself having had to tear to the kitchen because the sausage rolls were on the point of burning. It was the midwife, Mrs Morgan, who had to be helped down the hall, waddling and puffing, saying she did not know which was worse, her lungs or her arthritis. Needed humouring. They had to ease her down into the best armchair, her bandaged legs ballooning out in front of her, her walking stick flying out, pronouncing her nephew to be the best in the country, and without him she could not stir. And so it was, ting-a-ling-a-ling, every other minute, coats having to be put somewhere, introductions, 23some of them overdressed, that Maeve one with the sleeveless blouse to show her armpits and Kitty making such a production of the carrageen soufflé she had brought, boasting of how she had soaked the seaweed, then blanched it in lemon, holding it out for each and all to admire.

         Everyone was on tenterhooks, waiting for Roisin, their guest of honour, and for Father Gerard, who had convened the meeting. They had talked of this and that, the young mechanic crashing his car, survived by his wife and six children, with another on the way, conjecture as to whether the long hours he worked had made him fall asleep at the wheel, dismay that his wife was insisting on having the baby at home. In hushed tones, there was mention of another young girl, a country girl, who was expecting and had told her parents that she would not have the child adopted, a story all the more offensive because they themselves had adopted her at a late age and had sacrificed their lives for her. Wrangling followed about the rights and wrongs of adoption, in the end people deferring to the midwife who said the church could always find a good home for any child.

         ‘Father’s here … Father’s here.’

         It circulated like a chirrup and some did little things to their hair or touched up their lipsticks as he came in. To see him in his slippers with his big wide smile, and stains on his slacks, made Noni want to run and put her arms around him because he seemed so helpless and even his jumper was helpless and needed mending.

         ‘Mea culpa, mea culpa,’ he said all around then sat and in a low sympathetic tone almost like a sermon, described how a young lad, over-fond of his drink had come to the sacristy 24door to ask him in the name of God to give him the pledge. He could easily tell how the poor boy had been led astray by others, coaxed to go a few miles away to quiet shebeens for quiet after-hours drinking and made to drink till morning. Naturally he wanted to help him. He told him the few remedies he knows, prayer, or a lozenge, or a drop of Lucozade, and afterwards the boy knelt and swore that he would not drink again.

         ‘But you’ll have a drop of wine, Father,’ Noni said.

         ‘Shouldn’t I give good example,’ he said.

         ‘Oh this is social drinking,’ she said, dispatching Sheilagh to collect the tray while also saying ‘Hands up for the vino.’

         Those who declined put their hands to their chests, confessing that they might get too fond of it, citing the case of women who carried gin bottles in their handbags and chewed peppermints or cloves to disguise their breath. When they clinked glasses, Lorna surpassed herself, began raving about her Spanish holiday, Spanish food, tapas, dinner at ten o’clock, gypsies with tiered skirts and fresh poppies on their garters.

         ‘For God’s sake, Lorna,’ Noni called across.

         ‘Lovely fragrance,’ Father Gerard said, bringing the glass to his nose and asking if he would be right in thinking that it was an Orvieto.

         ‘Close … Close,’ Noni said because with her developing knowledge of wine regions which she gleaned from a colour supplement she knew that it was a neighbouring district. He put the glass to his mouth allowing his tired, milky eyes to roll upwards, swallowed and recalled a night, some years back now, in a pensione in Italy when the 25couple next door to him started a fierce argument, or so he thought, his trying to avoid hearing it, only to discover after half an hour that they were locked in their room, and he had the presence of mind to come outside to their door and shout in to them, shout, ‘Chieve, chieve.’ He smiled as he explained to them that chieve was Italian for a key. He then suggested to the captive couple to put their key under the door so that he could try it from the other side and presto it worked. In the little celebration which followed they drank Orvieto and the man, who was a wine dealer, gave him a thorough education in different vineyards, promised to send him a case, which as he said forlornly, never arrived.

         ‘You’ve travelled so much,’ Kitty said.

         ‘Not a great deal,’ he said, although then conceding that he had been to most countries in Europe and also California.

         ‘And do you speak many languages, Father,’ she asked, tiddly already.

         ‘A spattering,’ he said, and tried to recall the few words of Russian that he knew, words which he learned from an Orthodox priest in Georgia, sitting up one night in a jasmine garden, exchanging views and praying for the faith to be restored to Russia. They had prayed until breakfast time, a bouquet of prayers he called it.

         ‘Father, you will never guess what these are,’ Kitty said, holding up a plate on which were the broken bits of uncooked spaghetti no bigger than matchsticks. He peered down, sniffed them, looked puzzled and asked if they might be for use in some game such as ‘Fox and Goose’. There was laughter then.26

         ‘I’ll tell Father,’ Noni says, galled that the glory might be snatched from her, she who, after all, had got up at dawn to clean the house, who was at the supermarket before they opened to get the best cheeses and who was bitterly disappointed to learn that they had run out of sausage sticks and had decided on a brainwave of using the broken up spaghetti sticks to hold the bits of bacon and the cocktail sausages. He said that it had to be one of the most ingenious things he had ever heard of.

         It was at that moment Roisin arrived, letting herself in through the back door, her tread so light that everyone jumped and most were startled to see such a beautiful girl with such lovely hair and such very special eyes, grey eyes that shone, as if silver polish had been poured into them.

         She was prettier than her photos. Her photos were in the paper because of her having been to Rome and having had an audience with the Pope. They craved to know of it. Girlishly she could only repeat that it was the most beautiful thing in her whole life and that his Holiness had given her a sense of being right and on the right path and had implored her to spread the word of his Evangelicum Vitae.

         ‘Was this in English,’ the gawpy Sheilagh asked.

         ‘No, I learned Italian.’ Again they marvelled, praised her application and went on to be even more astonished when she told them that she had gone first to Krakow where he had been an archbishop, wanted to make the pilgrimage and retrace the journey of his whole life, from his priesthood in Poland to the episcopal See of Rome.

         Yes, at first they had found her charming, warming her hands by the fire, reminding herself of each person’s name 27and accepting the plate of food, but asking that the potato salad be taken back. It was when she began preaching that they became afraid, they saw something else, the eyes with the hardness of enamel, outrage in her voice, insistence that they look at the gory photographs, that they read the literature, that they know exactly how the brutal operation is done.

         ‘What if a girl is raped?’ Linda had asked her.

         ‘An abortion won’t unrape her, all an abortion will do is compound the crime,’ Roisin said, nettled.

         ‘A point well made,’ Father Gerard said to calm things.

         ‘Or …’ Kitty asked, but can scarcely bring herself to say the words. It had to be conceded, she had said quietly, that scandals not only existed in dirty rags of newspapers, but happened to families, families all over, so that one read of girls drowning themselves, or giving birth in graveyards and leaving the infant to die.

         ‘Oh, the incest tosh,’ Roisin said.

         ‘How dare you accuse me of tosh.’

         ‘Wasn’t that what you were getting at.’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘It is sad, of course, but there can be no exceptions.’

         ‘Ever.’

         ‘Never.’

         ‘Suppose a girl in that state walked in here now and said ‘I’m going to throw myself in the river,” what would you do, what would we do?’ Linda asked, rash rising in her neck.

         ‘She wouldn’t … They have a hormone which stops them.’

         ‘Who says?’

         ‘It’s medically proven.’28

         ‘You think you know it all, well I’m going to tell you … You know nothing … And I’m not going to be rail-roaded.’

         ‘Will someone put their hands on her,’ Noni said, furious.

         ‘And?’ Linda says.

         ‘Throttle you.’

         Father Gerard rallied then, said he did not think it was fitting for anyone to get overheated, said that the important thing and the momentum of the gathering was Roisin’s arrival, her fervour among them, the gospel which she had come to spread. He asked them to remember the Holy Father’s words to her – Evangelicum Vitae.

         ‘May I tell a little story,’ she said then, deferring to the priest and to Noni, who both nodded and begged her to sit down. Her voice was much softer, as if she was reading from a children’s book.

         ‘It was a Saturday, she and her comrades were at the same appointed spot, holding up the leaflets, asking passers-by if they could be of help, when a young girl in an oilskin coat began to shout and harangue them, telling them they had no business making passers-by feel so dirty or so criminal. It was not long however before the young girl broke down. Her story was quite simple. She was going to England the next day to have it done and somehow, somehow they managed to console her, they managed to persuade her, they managed to find shelter for her and she did not go after all. A year later she returned to the same spot with a little boy in her arms and that little boy did not have to compose a poem and say “Oh Mummy I thought you loved me too.”’

         ‘Beautiful … A beautiful parable,’ Father Gerard said sprinkling his hands as if there was Holy Water on them, 29blessing them and drawing the meeting to a close. He assured her that she need not fear, that good work was instigated.

         ‘Father …’ Noni asked, with exaggerated deference, ‘Do you mind if I put on a song?’ The words were in Gaelic and few of them understood it. Father Gerard smiled upon hearing the first few lines and whispered aloud that it was his favourite song as he began to translate the lines which told of lovers hoping to meet under a thorn tree but fated not to.

         ‘It’s so sad … It’s too sad,’ Kitty said.

         ‘I sang that song once to a countess,’ Father Gerard said, tender now, in a mood of reminiscence, recalling a holiday with his sister, a walk in the Black Forest and how they met this count and countess who invited them back to their Schloss for the night and how after dinner his sister urged him to sing and he sang that song which brought tears to the countess’s eyes.

         ‘A noblewoman … Very tall … I can still see her in my mind … A lovely fox fur wrapped around her …’ he says and regrets as well the passing of the beautiful old love songs.

         ‘I have to go, Father … I have a long drive … Will you pray for me,’ Roisin says, gentle now, apologetic.

         ‘And will you pray for me,’ he says begging her to know that priests need prayers too, that priests can fall by the wayside.

         ‘You were an inspiration to us all,’ Noni says ushering the group to rise and applaud and in the doorway Roisin makes a fist and asks them to keep remembering the picture of the happy infant, the one that swam and sneezed and did somersaults and made a little fist at life.
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