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  For my Grandma




  





  ONE




  





  Kathleen Steele watched her feet walking the path they had been walking, Monday to Saturday, since she was out of the double pram. The pram was still used by her brother and

  sisters – they had made a small wagon out of it, in which they pushed each other down the hill at terrifying speeds. Kathleen often enviously watched them at their play from the window of a

  bedroom. Her brother Tomás shared it with her sisters, Molly and Laura. Their parents shared the other room with Paddy, the baby, who was transported about the village in another pram, a

  grand blue one on loan from Crowley’s over in the town – but they’d be expecting it back any day now, the size of Catherine Crowley. Kathleen hoped that she would never have the

  misfortune to marry, to become a vehicle for child after child to enter the world, only to be run ragged. Although she enjoyed the numerous tasks she dutifully carried out, with her father out

  working the fields and her mother still mourning the loss of Nuala, Kathleen rarely had a moment to herself. She felt for the children as their mother was daily so visibly dipped in grief, so she

  entertained them, and patched the knees and legs of Tomás – who never walked but always ran – and laundered the baby’s things. She told fairy stories to the girls and

  brushed their stubborn hair and made sure their teeth were cleaned. But Kathleen did not feel sorry for herself. People in the village saw this, and it endeared her to them all the more. She barely

  seemed to notice that she had sacrificed play in the years since her sister’s death.




  As she walked, and as she looked, she saw beneath her feet the familiar little pebbles embedded in the road. She felt she knew the pattern and placement of them as surely as she knew the lines

  on her own hand. How many times, she wondered, had she placed a foot over a certain selection of the stones as they looked up at her over the years on her messages down in the village?




  The morning was nearly broken. Little Paddy would be waking again soon and she should be back for warming up his milk, but Kathleen had stopped walking. She decided to linger a little, to just

  take in the breath of the air, the gentle heave of the land, as the sky and the sea drew breath as one with her. In and out. She could stop for a moment or two. There to her right was the little

  wall she used to sit on with Nuala. A tangle of brambles had grown there with such possessiveness that, each year, less and less of the wall could be seen.




  She walked over to it now. If she crouched down a little – not all the way, but a half-crouch – it brought her eyes into line with what the two sisters would have seen. It was as

  though Nuala were still there beside her sometimes. She could almost hear their laughter and taste the purple juice of the berries. With their noses reaching up to the wall’s top, through the

  brambles, they could see all the way down past the bottom field to the sea. But sometimes, if it was a thick fog, even as far in as the dairy would be completely hidden. They used to squeal with a

  half-pretend fear when the foghorn would sound, echoing through the valley, and the red light of the lighthouse was swallowed up by the thick blankets of mist. The two girls would crouch down

  behind the wall and pretend they were on a ship in dangerous waters, waiting for the good pirates to come and rescue them. There was not a day that went by when Kathleen did not miss her sister,

  and she worried sometimes whether it was wrong to hope that this day would never come.




  Kathleen had the small room to herself of course but, rather than being a haven away from the bustle of the house, it made her feel isolated from the rest of the family. The way the family

  interacted would change periodically, but Kathleen remained static, slightly apart. The little girls spent a good few months shadowing their father, silent as he worked. Tomás played alone

  at this time, or with Brendan Reilly. Occasionally, one of them came to their mother’s side to watch the baby feed, or to express a hug from her when he was sleeping. But, as their affection

  was generally met with a blank look from their grey-faced mother, they had all begun to play out together, finding a comfort in their childish imaginations that could take them out of this world

  and into another, where there was no sad mother, no lost sister. She marvelled at their imagination, and understood that God did not want them to have the money to be spoiled with toys from the

  department store in town, and trips and the like. His mission for the Steele family was clearly to let children be children, and for family love to be enough. And that is the thought Kathleen, thin

  but beautiful, took with her to Mass on a Sunday.




  As dawn’s first light began to give feature to the scene in front of him, Joseph Foley lifted his eyes to watch. He rose up a little, his left elbow bearing the uneven

  load of his torso, and he cocked his head upright, so that the view before him was as God intended. It was always a cool, watery blue, this very first light, the darkness reluctantly fading, and

  then pinky – not pink like on a small child’s hairband or a bouncing ball, but dusty pink, like behind the ear of a young pig, or the colour of the skin of a mother’s hand after

  baking something of which a main ingredient is flour. Each time Joseph’s dry, leaden lids reopened there were whole new patches filled in – different hues of the same colour, all

  monochrome still, but the change was perceptible to him, as if he were secretly watching an unwitting God painting by numbers.




  At night it was different, he had noticed. Dusk and dawn, although performing exactly the same synchrony of moves, behaved so differently. Even if he concentrated with all his mind, the colours

  just slipped away without warning, without an indication of the speed or the deftness with which it would happen. He could not sense the changes. God did it with less stealth than dawn. Joseph had

  come to feel uneasy by the onset of evening, and he would turn his back on the red and gold fire of cloud that sat on the horizon until the stars began to appear.




  He needed a distraction from the thoughts and images always in his head. If only he had a book beside him. As a boy, he would read one of his father’s old books to relieve the fractious

  boredom of long sibling-less summers. They were usually about ships and nautical adventures, in which the main character would have his own face in his imagining of the story. And he would sit on

  his bed and read the hours away, innocent of what lay ahead of him as a man. It seemed so long ago now, his childhood self a stranger after all that he had seen.




  Each time Joseph Foley did or thought something, he reminded himself of the futility, and really the audaciousness, of the doing or the thinking, and would remind himself of why he was here. Why

  he was the dot on this enormous landscape, and why really this dot should leave, and yet he was beginning to feel like a permanent fixture, an old oak that has been there for a hundred years.

  Joseph knew the sounds and smells -particularly the smells – of the field. The air smelled different according to the time of day and, naturally, according to which way the wind was blowing.

  If it blew from the west it brought with it the sweet odour of the neighbouring field of cattle, and from the east the smell of leather saddles after being scrubbed and shined and laid out in the

  sun. If there was no wind, just the slightest breath of warmth that stroked at his nose and lips as he lay there, Joseph could taste the salt of the sea and, if he inhaled as deeply as he could,

  right at the end of that breath he would recognize the honey-like scent of a woman. He drank in these simplicities with the passion of a man who has been exposed to nothing but mud and dirt and

  decay, as though it were his first experience of them.




  They had sat in the same order, in the same row, at Mass each Sunday for as long as she could remember – their father by the aisle on the left, the children in descending

  height order, with their mother on the right-hand end, to keep the young ones in order. But now it was Kathleen on the far right, in between her mother and the pram; trying not to notice the gap on

  the bench that Nuala left, trying to concentrate on Father Nolan’s sermons as she attended to her mother, with one hand ready to rock in case the baby hollered – which he invariably did

  as soon as Father began. Little Paddy – it was as if he was objecting where his mother could not. Kathleen could see her turning away from God. She had watched it happening slowly over time,

  unnoticed by anybody else, even her father, she thought, but little by little, Kathleen could see it. Further from God and closer to nothing.




  Kathleen looked at her mother often. Sometimes, at home, she thought that she could pull her chair right up to her mother’s so that their knees were touching, and look her right in the

  eyes for a whole minute, and Nora Steele would barely blink. When she had watched her mother breastfeeding Paddy at the beginning she thought how awful it was that she barely registered the

  beautiful miracle propped up against her, expressing sustenance as she sat staring out the window.




  For the first while, after Nuala’s death, Mrs Steele deliberately avoided looking at Kathleen. They had been identical. When Kathleen noticed this tendency, she began making simple

  changes, for her mother’s sake – ceasing to wear the colour blue, Nuala’s favourite, and wearing her hair up, as Nuala’s had always flowed long and wild after her. But still

  her mother would not look at her. It had soon become automatic, and the aggrieved woman did not need to try to avert her gaze; her eyes simply never came to rest upon her daughter. Kathleen

  presumed this was why she was never part of the ever-changing dynamics within the household. They all, knowingly or not, kept her to their periphery to spare them the pain of being reminded of

  Nuala’s absence. It was understandable, she supposed. But recently, she had noticed that the younger girls, too, were excluded from their mother’s attention, although they did not

  especially resemble Nuala, and were younger than she had been when she died. They had sensed it too, but instead of moving towards Kathleen or their father as their mother moved away from them,

  they stuck together and, in their way, supported each other through it. Kathleen longed to speak to her twin, for guidance – she would have the answers. For while everyone else in the family,

  and in the village, remembered her only as a little girl, Nuala had grown with Kathleen. Kathleen still knew her and could sense Nuala within herself. She could see her smiling, just by looking in

  the mirror and gently lifting the corners of her own mouth. Sometimes this feeling was so strong, it made her small dark room seem less empty.




  She stood up and surveyed the land over the bramble-screened wall. She had picked a handful of berries and had begun eating them when she spied the figure of a man in Murphy’s Holy Cross

  field. From her vantage point she thought at first he was a fallen-down scarecrow, such was his posture – arms outstretched, head slightly to one side. But of course this could not be the

  case as Seán Murphy kept no crop or animal in that field. She watched a while and wondered for a moment was he dead. Then the scarecrow man’s left arm flapped, as if at a fly, and then

  lay still again. Kathleen watched the man a few moments longer as she picked more blackberries for tomorrow’s pie. He was a good bit away, and down a hill, but she could see that he was still

  young, maybe just ten years older than her. He had very dark hair, as far as she could make out, and from that she deduced that he must be some eccentric cousin of Mr Murphy’s, come to

  stay.




  On his first day, Joseph had not known quite how to behave. He felt exposed, self-conscious. Even the closest house or farm building was distant enough for him to have to

  strain his eyes to count the windows. In the vastness of the L-shaped field, he was acutely aware of his human form. He felt his warm blood slowly, smoothly, coursing through his body, heard it

  thrum in the space behind his ears. His fingertips were dry and cool, despite the weather. He assumed this was due to lack of food, but he knew the only way to endure it was to banish the mere

  thought of sustenance the moment it entered his mind.




  He had, that first day, crossed through the grass to the centre of the field, as that would leave him most exposed to the elements, but now he headed towards the hedge lining the upper end. His

  plan was not working. He found himself distracted, marvelling at each small living organism. He would often be amused by his surroundings until the sun was at its highest point in the sky, which

  meant it was probably dinnertime. The mere fact of the field itself awed him still – the pure, undulating blanket of untouched grass, not a bit of it displaced by heavy boot or shovel.




  It was on about day four or five that the unbearable, maddening ache of hunger began to ebb, and was replaced by a heavy, intimidating feeling in his gut. A resignation. It made Joseph feel

  weak, but he saw this as a good sign. Maybe he would grow so weak he would not notice himself slipping away.




  He had feared rain on the third day, worried that it would take some days for him to go, and that he would be lying in wet clothes, shivering and pathetic. He still feared the weather and what

  it can do to a body when there is no means of sheltering it. But the heat endured and now, each time he saw a cloud, he sent a little message with it as it went on its way, for the rain to come.

  Sodden clothes and a hungry stomach were sure to speed things up. Maybe he would catch pleurisy or polio or some other awful illness. But then he worried that these would be unpleasant, unnerving,

  painful. He didn’t want his last days to be like that. He just wanted to lie down and go peacefully, without a bother, and if there was a God up there, which he doubted, he was sure He would

  understand. Maybe he could discuss reincarnation, be a better person next time around, be more likeable. Or a dog.




  It was a strange thought for Joseph Foley, to be wishing for rain. It had been a long time since he had had a thought on what he wished a day to bring. He had given up long ago on the childish

  hopings of his youth, had learned that reality is more brutal than dreams. His days were his own now, long and slow, devoid here of harsh sounds, of movement even. Life was muted, unreal. A branch

  that swayed in the corner of his vision caused him no alarm. But from time to time a distant pheasant would fall from the sky and he would clutch himself in anticipation of the crack that would

  follow.




  But now that he had been here over a week, he had begun to wake with an interest in the day ahead. It would not do. He decided today to be ruthless. The sun was urging his body to find shade, so

  with renewed fervour he lay down on the chosen spot and covered as much of his body as he could with his greatcoat, in doing so noticing that his shoelaces had worn where they had rubbed at the

  holes. Soon they would break. The laces were not his, but he had needed them. The boots were his, and he was still in them, though he did not deserve to be. He lay down once again and waited to

  fade out.




  He dreamed often, fitfully, of black, smoke-filled skies, voices gasping and crying out. Memories would become distorted and exaggerated and he would wake suddenly, with a shock, as though

  someone had thrown a bucket of icy water over him. Then he would sigh and lie back down and close his eyes again, willing himself to be able to forget.




  It was two days later when those stones next witnessed Kathleen’s feet carrying her down the road. This time she would not stop at the blackberry wall, but walk on,

  following the sweeping bend down the hill, and then left for the long walk into Killnarnan. She needed to go to the big store and school books were to be bought. The children had been sent out, the

  girls to Walsh’s and Tomás up to Reilly’s. Paddy was asleep in the pram next to their mother, and their father was under strict instruction by Kathleen to check in every five

  minutes and to ‘only give him a bottle if he’s hollering the house down’. If it wasn’t such a long walk Kathleen would take Paddy with her, but he would only waste his sleep

  half the way there, and bawl for the other half through boredom and hunger. It didn’t feel right to be leaving him for so long. But she would take this time to relax a little, to enjoy this

  rare time to herself.




  While she was in town she thought she might find something in the chemist’s for her mother’s sleeplessness at night. Her father used to tend the baby if he woke, even though the

  boy’s mother would be lying there, looking wide-eyed at the dark. But it was not right that he should have broken sleep before getting up at a farmer’s hour, and so Kathleen had, some

  nights, begun to bring Paddy into her own room beneath their parents’ little attic room. Besides, he settled much more quickly with her.




  The day was fine, with a gentle heat dotted here and there and a breeze that was as refreshing as a cold drink. Kathleen marvelled at how pleasurable it was to find herself letting her mind

  wander, not having any child to instruct, scold, tickle; no one to attend to but herself, out walking on such a beautiful day.




  She had wanted to leave Killnarnan at one o’clock so that Paddy’s routine would not be disrupted, but had met one of her father’s men’s sons on her way out of the

  chemist. Jimmy Neely was a small man, prematurely balding, and lacked the nice demeanour of most men in the area. While he talked on about a lame pig on some neighbour’s farm, Kathleen looked

  up at a wisp of cloud that was moving swiftly over from the direction of home, and as she did, a curl of hair fell loose from her plaited bun. She would have been self-conscious of this if she were

  talking to any other man, but Jimmy Neely barely looked at her face at all, never mind her hair. He had the off-putting habit of looking anywhere but at the person whom he was addressing, eyes

  darting this way and that. It made her uncomfortable, and she was bored with the stream of pig-related speech, but she was too polite to interrupt. Kathleen let the curl rest where it was, a dark

  river across the white of her cheekbone.




  ‘. . . it wouldn’t matter so much but he hadn’t fixed the side of the pen up properly. It’s always me who makes sure the animals are safe and sound.’




  She took advantage of Neely’s pause for breath and inserted quickly as she backed away, ‘’Twas lovely talking with you, Jimmy. Give my regards to your mother and father, and

  I’ll surely see you at Mass.’




  On the way back home, Kathleen observed the long stretch of hill road, and the land either side unblemished by houses or farm buildings, Ballinara nestled at the bottom. This stretch of road,

  unusually, was quite straight and it always felt foreign to her. On the rare occasions when cousins from out east came they would always complain about the windy, curvy roads that led to nowhere.

  But they had not stood atop this hill and surveyed the map of her home and felt that sense of belonging as she did. At its crest, such a trial to reach on the way up into Killnarnan, Kathleen

  stopped and stood, looking down the long length of straight road. The girls would imagine it as a slide, like the ones they see in story books; the boys, Tomás and his friend Brendan Reilly,

  a challenge for racing their homespun wagons. The air was mild but the wind was picking up. A gust buffeted Kathleen backwards a little and again a strand of rich brown hair fell down in front of

  her eyes.




  She had a compulsion, then. To take the pins out, to wear her hair down, as she had not done in public for so long. Even at night, she braided two long plaits, tying them with the elastic taken

  from her mother’s old smocks. There was nobody around; she listened hard for the sound of horses’ hooves, but there was none. The wind came again, like two soft balls of warmth against

  her cheeks, and she reached up one pale wrist and began to take the pins out. She could feel her hair, longer than she thought it was, cascading chaotically behind her. It felt so refreshing, and

  free. A memory, a lovely sunny memory, came before her eyes, of the two of them, running and running and laughing down to the sea, with their identical locks, lighter then, billowing out

  rhythmically behind them, just as the mane of a horse slaps up and down in a bold canter.




  Kathleen watched her feet gather speed, tripping happily down the descent. She could envisage her face as she ran, as youthful as Laura’s or Molly’s, but she didn’t care. It

  had been so long since she had been physically away from her responsibilities, so long since she had let all of those things melt away from her even for a moment.




  The foot of the hill was getting close, but Kathleen did not slow her step. She did not want to stop. She did not want to go back to the darkened room where her mother would be sitting, with the

  sun brightening the world outside; she did not want to sit in the big, musty chair feeding the baby, with her mother’s deafening silence drumming in her ears, and her absent staring.




  She took a detour then, over the hills above some stranger’s farm, and marvelled at how different a field can look just because it is unfamiliar – just an empty square of land, no

  emotion or memory attached to it. She followed a stream south, noting the sparkling reflection of sky on it, the little darting fish beneath the surface. She picked a flower she had not seen before

  and smelled it. It was like an imagining, like reading a new story in which she was discovering a new world. She let her feet lead her through the new landscape that seemed to her a million miles

  away from home but was only just up the road.




  She ran all the way to the bend in the road before the Steele boreen, and she stood panting while her heart slowed. She thought for a moment she heard her father’s voice calling her from

  far off, but of course it couldn’t be because he was at home with the baby. She located some of the pins and gathered her hair up again. She was eager to get back to Paddy now. He would be

  due another bottle before long.




  Joseph Foley had been standing awhile, feeling as though he should perhaps do something with the day. The sea was not far off, he could walk to it in fifteen minutes or so,

  although not having had any food for a good few days now he might find the journey rather tiring. The walk itself, indeed, might finish him off.




  Most men, Joseph supposed, did not spend much time in thought about how they would like to go, although most men would have definite ideas of how they did not want to go. But when a man has been

  thinking about his departure from the world for so long and as privately as Joseph, things become more significant. Like the position he was found in – that is, assuming he was ever found, of

  course; there had been no sign of human life near the field since Joseph had arrived. He could dig a trench under the hedge. But again, this felt like cheating and Joseph had decided he wanted to

  die in a natural position, with a contented expression on his face. Day eight was spent entirely testing out variations of a few ‘natural’ positions which, the more he concentrated on

  them, the more unnatural and absurd they seemed.




  After much of this kind of contemplation and experimentation, Joseph had become annoyed with his stubbornly high energy levels and increasing boredom, not to mention the length of time the task

  was taking. He had estimated a couple of days, three or four at the very most. He had started losing track, although he knew he was definitely into his second week. Besides a dry mouth and the

  apparent cessation of his bowel movements, there were no physical clues that his body was shutting down, no indication of fading away at all.




  And so, as Joseph stood up, feeling slightly dizzy, it was with some jubilation that he noticed a third indicator – a headache, sudden and piercing, which brought with it the idea of a

  further plan. He could give up his tipple of water from the stream. That would work eventually, but he could do with a little help along the way. He would take a trip to the chemist’s for

  some Aspro. This way he would be killing two birds with one stone. He chuckled to himself and the sound he emitted was absorbed into the thick air around him. He felt as though he could scream at

  the top of his voice and no one in the world would hear him.




  The road above was visible from where he stood, and he squinted, shielding his face from the sun to look up and see was there any old feller along the way who could give him a spin to the town,

  help him on his quest a little. He waited a good while, his headache worsening with the squinting and the heat, ears straining for the sound of a vehicle above. But then, as he was about to turn

  away, he did see somebody walking. A girl. A young woman.




  He must have called out to her, because she stopped and looked around her, as though confused. She had been running and, though he could not see her features as she was almost silhouetted, a

  haze of afternoon sunlight around her, he knew that she would have a milky-white complexion, which would be flushed from her hurrying. The afternoon light filtered through her hair, making it

  shimmer. Clearly she had not seen who it was that had called to her, as she looked around once again, and then hurriedly set to pulling and gathering her swathe of dark hair. Joseph watched the

  girl and thought it uncanny how different her outline looked with her hair drawn back tight at the nape of her neck. He could see that she had his mother’s sort of hair – not that

  smooth kind that the ladies in the city have, but big and wild, and beautiful because of it. He wondered what her name was. Something pretty: Orla or Rosemary.




  She bent down, to pick up something she had dropped, or to fix her shoe. Then she carried along the road, walking. How strange, Joseph thought, for her to be in such a hurry a few moments ago,

  but to be strolling along now. He thought of calling out to her again, to ask her name, to start a conversation. But Joseph had not heard his own voice for days now. Seeing this woman – girl

  – though, up on the road, had triggered something in Joseph’s brain: the form of a female, the shape of her shadow of a waist, the gentle sway of skirt on her hips as she moved her body

  along the road to or from home. The slender arms as she worked at her hair; maybe she had ‘tutted’ up there on the road, scolding it for having a mind of its own.




  When she arrived back at the house her father had already returned from the fields. He took tea at around five every day, so that he could watch the little ones with their

  dinner and see them a bit before their bedtime. He would have his own evening meal late, just before his own bedtime. He would strip down, discarding the day’s clothes and its toil with them,

  and climb with a groan into the hot bath Kathleen had poured for him, while she warmed his plate. Her father was good at seeing to his own things, assessing the level of dirt on his outer garments

  to see whether they needed a good soak, and putting his shirts and socks into the wash pile for Kathleen. She never found his underpants in the pile, though when it came to hanging out the washing

  they would be there for her to hang out with the shirts to bleach in the sun. It embarrassed her. Obviously he had felt embarrassed himself when she first took over the various domestic duties,

  because she was sure he had not done this when her mother was herself. If she were herself, her mother would have said something like, ‘Ah now, Pat, don’t be faffing, haven’t we

  women enough to be doing without having to be waiting on your drawers?’




  She could hear their giggles now, that interaction between them such a distant memory now that it seemed alien, inappropriate, somehow. Sure her father would still laugh at times with the

  children outside, fooling around, swinging one of the girls up in the air over the slurry pit to scare them, but more and more the farm demanded him, his time, his energy. They hadn’t the

  money to employ another farmhand. There was only so much that Tomás could do, and both parents wanted him to go to school as much as possible. All the same, it wasn’t right for the

  children, Kathleen thought, having a father who was not there in body and a mother not there in mind or spirit.




  She felt bad then, as she walked in on the family tableau, having been absent for a good couple of hours. It was strange to Kathleen. Normally she would be part of it, working among it, filling

  any unbearable gaps of quiet with chatter or song. Her father was sitting at the long wooden table with his tea, his work boots still on. One leg was under the table, the other leg up on a chair,

  and he was scraping the mud off the boots onto a newspaper while he drank his milky tea. There were plates with scraps of food on them at the table and the ruins of an abandoned game across the

  kitchen floor. Miniature horses lay among scattered soldiers, frozen in their combatant stances. Who had made the children’s tea? Not himself, surely? She felt terrible. She was obviously

  gone longer than she thought. At least he’d put the newspaper down. The girls were arranging pebbles around the shoeless feet of their mother, who sat motionless in the large green chair that

  faced out the window to the world outside, which beyond the haggard was obscured by a line of poplars. Paddy was asleep by the unlit fire. He would be up all the night now. He was lying atop two

  cushions she had herself covered with one of her old dresses that no longer fitted past her newly curved hips. Whose idea was that? If he rolled off he could have his eye out on the fireplace.




  Kathleen was still standing at the door, looking in on her life, when Tomás burst in from the parlour, saying, ‘I don’t know how much butter she puts on your teacake, Da, but

  I have it here anyways.’




  ‘S’all right, Tomás, she’s here now.’ Kathleen felt herself arrive back in the room. She was aware now that her father had been watching her standing at the door

  surveying the scene. ‘Sorry, Father . . . Warm out today, isn’t it? Bet those sheep’ll be feeling it—’




  She broke off. He was smiling at her, but his eyes weren’t. His eyes looked quite vacant, like Jimmy Neely’s. ‘Where have you been, Kathy? Your mother’s been worried

  sick.’




  He was the only one who had ever called her anything other than Kathleen. She had always thought of her name as sounding rather formal, probably because of Sister Kathleen who lived in the next

  parish and who insisted on them all doing the rosary every time she came to visit. ‘That’s who you’re going to turn into when you’re older, Kathleen,’ Tomás

  would say. ‘A nun – a moody, grumpy, moany nun who won’t even take a biscuit with her tea. “If God intended us to have such luxuries he would have put a biscuit tree and a

  cake tree in the garden of Eden too,”’ he would mimic. Even as a young girl with a limited understanding of God’s message, she knew that Sister Kathleen’s argument made

  little sense, so she was content from an early age that she would not turn out to be like her, even if she did grow up to be a nun.




  She liked her father calling her Kathy, but it would have felt odd if anybody else had. She was to everyone, including herself, Kathleen Steele, the sister of Nuala Steele; the sister of the

  girl who died.




  ‘I’m sorry, Da. I didn’t think . . . I wasn’t gone all that long. I had to go into town.’ And, as if to give a further reason for her lateness, she held aloft the

  bag of school exercise books and pencils. The girls caught sight of it and squealed, scrabbling to get their new copy books.




  ‘No, Kathy, you didn’t think, did you?’ He looked down to his plate and began buttering his teacake with the butter Tomás had placed in front of him. Tomás sat

  down on the cold floor by his father’s boots and began picking at a large scab on his knee with a grubby nail, pretending not to be interested in what was being said above him. Kathleen was

  distracted by the dirty nail working away at the scab, which was not ready for picking. A little tiny point of blood issued forth from underneath the crust.




  ‘Tomás, if you must do that, please do it with clean hands. Go on, go and scrub them, but not with the soap, mind. Mother wouldn’t want to be washing with soap that has been

  near those grubby fellers, and neither would I.’




  Ah, Kathleen, don’t be so boring!’




  She glared at him, suddenly upset by the knowledge that she would always be viewed as the older sister who looked after the little ones, always scolding, playing mam, laughing inside at their

  jokes, but never really able to share in them. Instead of responding in the mock-annoyed tone that he had spoken to her with, she snapped at him, ‘And not in here, Tomás Steele. For

  the love of God, amn’t I only after mopping the floor this morning!’




  He jumped up, the pinprick of blood now the size of a pea. She had an urge to dab it before it smeared onto the fresh, unwounded skin next to it, but she was feeling stubborn, angry even. She

  was angry that her father was angry with her. She was angry that her mother could not see the boy before her picking away at a scab with God-knows-what on his hands. He had probably been down the

  cattle field, stroking their friendly, slobbering noses. ‘Go on, Tomás, I’ll not tell you again nicely . . .’




  Tomás did as he was told.




  ‘You’re good with the children, you are, Kathy. Very good. Everyone sees what a good mother you are to them.’ Her father seemed to have forgotten that he was annoyed with her.

  Kathleen’s body wanted to draw out a chair and sit and talk awhile at the table with him while he had his tea. She was used to rushing, to organizing various things at once, but she was not

  used to the physical exertion of running, or the feelings of elation and freedom that came with it. Her body was at once physically worn out and relaxed; the thrill of feeling childish and carefree

  had brought a moment’s peace to her. Not the kind of peace that she experienced when all the little ones were tucked up at night, nor the Peace that Father Nolan told them about, but a

  private sensation inside her. A feeling that was hers alone. And now that her father’s voice had gentled, it would be nice to make a cup of tea and share these quiet few moments with him

  while Paddy was sleeping and the others were at their play.




  But he had aggravated her thoughts; she knew she would not be able to relax. She could not bring her legs to move towards the table, her hand to pull out the chair. Kathleen was hurt that this

  man thought of her as the mother of his children more than a thinking, feeling grown-up, or rather growing-up, version of the child he had created. She would tell him now how she felt. After all,

  if she was mature enough to be responsible for a baby, she was mature enough to tell her father how wrong he was, how cruel he could be, treating her like a child one minute and an old friend the

  next. She would tell him she was not their mother, that she was not yet anyone’s mother. She wanted to say it loudly, to shout it at him, so that he couldn’t interrupt her and cajole

  her with his deep, gentle voice: I am one of them, Father! I am one of the children, too, do you not remember when I was Paddy’s age? And how can you say that Mother was worried sick? Worried

  sick! She probably didn’t even notice I was gone! Did you, Mother? You wouldn’t notice if I danced naked in front of you right now, would you?




  But instead, her hand trembling with the intensity of her exasperation and with the effort of restraining herself from speaking, she began silently and swiftly sweeping the crumbs around her

  father’s plate into a little mound. She lifted her skirt with the other hand and leaned in to catch the crumbs on it. The cool air of the room caressed the exposed skin of her leg. As she

  busied herself, her father sat motionless, watching, with his tea going cold. There was a silence in the room that she was not prepared to fill with song or humming. It seemed to Kathleen that it

  took her an age to tidy adequately enough to leave the room, and she wished her father would leave and she could breathe again. But he didn’t. And it was only when she had washed, dried and

  replaced the last teaspoon in the dresser that he stood up. He had obviously sensed her mood as he watched her, and was annoyed at her lack of response. He waited, standing there, until Kathleen

  glanced over and he caught her eye.




  ‘You will not get waylaid on errands again, Kathleen. And you will not be late, all right?’




  Kathleen assumed that this was a rhetorical question, an order from father to daughter, and she turned around, ready to leave the room. But she sensed her father lingering. She turned to face

  him again.




  ‘Well?’ he said.




  From the first moment she knew her help was needed she had given it graciously, uncomplaining, seamlessly switching from being a girl on the cusp of womanhood to occupying a mother’s role,

  and she wanted to say this to him.




  But she said only, ‘Yes, Da, of course. I don’t want to upset you, or Mother.’




  The woman behind the counter was talking to him, asking him something. He was concentrating on the sounds she was making and thought it strange that he could not understand

  her. Maybe she was talking in Irish. He had not spoken a word of it since he was a boy at school. And all his years in England had nearly erased them altogether.




  ‘Will you be wanting anything, mister, or will I see to Mrs O’Brien? Only I’m not actually open . . . I don’t know why I don’t just lock the door on a Sunday’

  The woman leaned her elbows on the counter and her face moved towards him. ‘Mister, are you going to . . . are you all right?’




  Joseph became aware of a warm sensation on one side of his head, then the pain. His eyes were closed. Was it only a dream? He must have fallen asleep in the sun in his field. At last some real

  pain, and in his head too. Something was really starting to happen. He felt very strange. But then he could hear voices, several, a boy, a woman, and another woman, a shout – but no one ever

  came to his field. He had not accounted for madness as one of the stages. He ought to open his eyes, but they seemed sore too, and his right one was definitely wet, warm and wet.




  ‘What was he saying?’




  ‘Just jabbering. He wouldn’t answer me . . . probably an oul’ drunk from the city, or a tinker from down Carrickbrook way . . . looks like he’s had a rough night or

  two.’




  ‘What . . . did he trip over something?’




  ‘Do you mind, Mrs O’Brien, you can’t blame me—’




  ‘Sorry, Caroline, but—’




  ‘The feller just said something to me, and kind of fell forward. All by himself . . . I suppose you’ll tell me my counter’s too hard now, is it? In the way of my customers, is

  it?’




  ‘All right, Caroline. Ah, here comes little Johnny now with Dr Fitzgerald. Well done, John, Mrs Walsh has a bar of chocolate for you for being so helpful, don’t you, Caroline? Now,

  run on home quickly and tell your sister to put the kettle on, and Dr Fitzgerald’ll be needing the parlour for this man.’
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