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For Norman,
my indispensable, beloved captain and crew.





I Am a Worm, and No Man


(Psalm 22:6)


Behold, I see the Lord descending as a dove, Pastor says. The gathering of brothers and sisters in the vestry turn their palms up and make encouraging noises. Tirzah is peering at the fanlight above the curtained double doors, her eyes the merest slits. Come, we beseech You, Heavenly Father, Pastor goes on, enfold us in Your wings, transport us to the heights. Sometimes, Tirzah sends herself up to the ledge just under the narrow, grubby window. That’s as far as I want to go when I’m in the prayer meeting, thank you, she thinks. It’s a nice way of passing the time. Up she goes now, like a spider on a strand of silk, and settles to survey the room. From this angle, some people’s hair looks sparse. And that’s not only the men; Mrs Stanley’s scalp has a broad, straggly seam, the pink flesh breaking through. It’s surprising, because at floor level, she has rows of dry, mousy curls crowding her forehead. Vain, she is, thinks Tirzah, watching as she tweaks her fringe. And going bald, poor dab.


Apart from Pastor, who is still doggedly coaxing the Holy Spirit as if it were a nervous budgie, her parents look by far the most holy. Tirzah’s mother is smiling tremulously, perched on the edge of her chair, ready to run into the arms of Jesus, should He beckon. Her father is wrestling with something as usual. Although he is quite still, there is a sense of contained movement about him, evidence of a struggle only she can detect. Amen, Lord, he says, at intervals, mechanically. Verily, whispers her mother. Come, oh precious Jesus. We are waiting. Tirzah watches as her mother raises her arms towards the buzzing strip light. Fill us to overflowing, Lord, she calls, and everyone steps up the intensity. Tirzah’s armpits prickle at the way her mother’s voice throbs for Jesus, and immediately she is back in the circle.


None of the women shows even the smallest glimpse of a knee, and some not even an ankle; the flesh is fallen and the portal for sin. If you give it an inch, Tirzah knows, it will spill out and go rampaging over everything like bindweed in a rose garden. Tirzah’s legs are covered with thick black tights. She can feel the rash of woolly bobbles meshing on the insides of her thighs. Across the semicircle, her cousin Biddy is resting on her mother’s shoulder. Tirzah has a proper look: Biddy is actually really asleep. Her mouth is relaxed, each outward breath puffing her lips so that it seems as if she is blowing kisses to the room. Biddy has new shoes, with the most lush little heels and buckles. It’s just not fair. Tirzah’s mother insists she wear boy’s lace-ups. We do not follow the world, you silly, shallow child, she always says. We are in the world, but not of the world. Never forget it. And don’t talk to me about Biddy, that girl is spoilt to death. Her mother’s antique shoes are maroon leather affairs with fringed tongues on the fronts and stubby stacked heels. In them, her ankles still manage to look like delicate branches from a rare type of tree.


It doesn’t matter how much Tirzah explains about the other girls in school, and the tidy two-tone shoes they wear, her mother is unmovable on the subject of suitable footwear for growing feet. These will last you; boy’s shoes are sturdier, she states, with little variation, twice-yearly in the shop. And I’ll get my money’s worth. Then she goes on about all the daft fashions around. You’ll thank me one day, madam, she’s always saying, when everyone is hobbling out for their old age pension with snaggly tootsies and bunions. All Tirzah can see are her ugly, indestructible boy-shoes, and how fist-like her own woolly ankles look. Some of the sixth form girls are even wearing platforms to school, though they are banned. And meanwhile she has to stomp about in sponge-soled, wipe-clean lace-ups. The idea she is still growing makes her want to weep; the girls in class say she has feet like Olive Oyl already.


She gazes around again. Most of the brethren keep their knees together, as is only polite. All that equipment, Tirzah thinks, straining to see the bulgy crotch of Pastor as he rocks his lean buttocks into a more comfortable position and starts to sing in his nasal voice: I tried the empty cisterns, Lord, but, ah! the waters failed. Everyone joins in, swooping up and down over the tune. Tirzah automatically hums the contralto, wondering what a cistern actually is. But, more importantly, what does it look like down there, behind those zips? Hideous, she doesn’t doubt. Coiled up, but ready to unleash itself, like that bothersome bindweed maybe, and smother all the sisters, herself included. Dada’s legs are always spread apart, though, his boots rooted to the spot. Thank goodness his trousers are so roomy you can’t see any bulges or odd shapes under his zip. Otherwise she would swoon regularly at the sight. The hymn continues, and Tirzah ups the volume: E’en as I stooped to drink they fled, and mocked me as I wailed. The moment it’s finished her mother starts to pray, already gasping between each word, her hat brim rising like a hungry mouth from its hat-pin pivot at the back of her head, her eyes rolling up under quivering lids.


Tirzah counts slowly, and gets to three hundred and twenty-seven before her mother finishes; there are often dips in her flow of praise, but always a quick acceleration before the end, so Tirzah doesn’t have to pay too much attention to her counting. She inhales deeply, aware of her mother subsiding, and realises someone has broken wind. How rude, she thinks. And extremely unchristian. The Son of God never broke wind, she’s sure. Suddenly she wants to get out. It’s disgusting, having to breathe the air from inside someone’s behind. Doesn’t matter how holy they are. She diverts herself by trying to guess who did it. Some people you just know would not. Mrs Edwards, though. She’s looking more restless than usual. And she has covered her nose with an embroidered hankie, shifting around in the too-small chair.


Thinking about Mrs Edwards’ soft bottom inside her pants, and the way her fart must have silently curled out from the gusset, Tirzah starts to heave. Immediately her mother’s eyes fly open, and she stares at Tirzah. I’m poorly, Tirzah mouths, and startles herself by making the most guttural kind of burping sound. She smacks a hand over her mouth and runs towards the curtained doors. After a fight with the long paisley drapes, she’s out, the doors banging shut behind her. Lovely, lovely open air, she thinks, at once feeling more herself. Even though her chin is wet and her hands are sticky, it’s only spit. Thank the Lord, she thinks. Being ill in prayer meeting would have been so awkward. She clears a final putty-like wodge from around her tonsils. Ych-y-fi, she says aloud, bending to examine the tiny, glistening mound on the pathway. Human beings are revolting.


She straightens and shakily inhales the cleansing, night-shrouded air. There is another, purer world out here. The graveyard sweeps downhill, the shale path glowing in the dark like the Path to Glory. Amongst the headstones, yew trees mass in black clouds, their secret, slow-beating hearts crouched deep inside. She imagines unloosing from her body again and fluttering up through the top of her own head like a newly born moth. Leaving behind the stuffy, holy room, the dust-rough curtains and threadbare carpet, she can feel the weight of the moisture-laden air on her millions of wing scales. On she flies until she reaches the graveyard wall. The stones give off a sharp smell, and as she lands, the lichen opens its thousands of tiny blossoms and they explode, sending out spurts of perfumed powder. Tirzah makes believe she has settled in a gap between two stones, and listens to the twig-like scratches of small brown birds hopping on the wall above her. She hears the squelch of fungi spreading along the base of the wall.


This is the kind of God I would like to have, she thinks, surprising herself. Someone who could lie quietly between these stones with me. It is soothing to merge into everything, here in the wet, forsaken graveyard with its lumpy grass and cross-hatching of buried bones. The sky pressing against the mountain’s edge is both dark and pinkly glowing, punctuated by a solitary crow that looks like a stab wound in its tender flank. She waits, absorbing the violet’s talc-scented breath as it runs around the grave margins, and the sheen on the ridged burdock leaves, and thinks if she is still enough, and small enough, maybe she will learn something important. She can see the spotted, luminous throats of the cuckoo-pint with their columns of berries left over from winter, bright as tiny headlamps. Just as she begins to understand, she is yanked back into her damp dress, somehow still clutching her Bible, still slumped against the chapel wall.


Like a radio being switched off, the shutting doors silence a hymn abruptly. Then Osian is kneeling beside her. You poor little dab, he says, trying to hold her hands. Are you feeling iffy? Tirzah is suddenly tired. Come on, you, he says, heaving her into his arms and standing her upright. No one will know we’re together. I slipped out when they were all going at it hammer and tongs. They’ll be yonks. Tirzah looks at Osian. He is taller than her now, even though they are the same age. The wing of his black hair falls forward over one eye. She strokes her dress into some sort of order, and wonders how he always knows what to do. They’ve made you a matter for prayer again, Osian says, his head on one side. Am I in for it? Tirzah asks. Your mother says that even though you appear devout to the world, you have an ungovernable heart, he replies. Those were her exact words. An ungovernable heart? Tirzah asks. That’s you, Osian says as he grabs her hand and pulls her towards the path. Now let’s go to my house.





Whosoever Shall Smite Thee on Thy Right Cheek


(Matthew 5:39)


Osian wants to put Tirzah’s dress to soak in a bowl of water, but she shakes her head. Are you being funny? she says seriously. They’re only grass stains. I’ll just give them a wipe down for now. He runs a cloth under the hot tap and wrings it out. Can I go to the loo? she asks. He hands her the warm cloth. Upstairs on the landing she tries a few rooms, taking in the lino-clad floors and looming chests of drawers in each; she’s never been up here before. In the bathroom, she wipes her face and squeezes out a worm of toothpaste on to her finger, rubbing it all over her teeth. She uses the cloth to wipe her dress. Then she drinks some water. Back in the kitchen, Osian is making a cup of tea. No hot chocolate, of course, he says. Speaking in his father’s voice, he booms: Mortify the flesh, wicked boy! Be its master, not its slave! He shrugs, but even with his back to her she can tell he’s grinning. From the kitchen table, encased in her damp dress, she gazes at him. What if there was no Osian? Since ever she can remember he’s been there, her playmate and buffer in chapel, so it’s hard to imagine. But now she sees that he’s changed somehow: his voice is huskier, his mouth mysterious. She is surprised to notice his shoulders are bulkier and his waist slimmer than she remembers. Only his rain-straight, swaying black hair is like it always was. When did this happen?


The kettle starts to shriek, and Osian aims steaming water into the pot, swishes it around, then puts two heaped spoonfuls of sugar in her mug. She watches as he unerringly pours the tea from a height. There you are, your majesty, he says, placing it before her in his own indefinable way. Get that down you – it’s thirsty work, being a matter for prayer. He leans against the dresser, hands in his pockets, head to one side, as if waiting for an answer. The boiler pilot light in the corner burps into life, its tiny blue flame like a Pentecostal tongue. Thank you, Osian, Tirzah says over the rim of her mug. Suddenly there are things she wants to ask him, but the words have all scattered like beads from a broken necklace. With the old Osian she would have found it easy to talk. They were comfortable together. Am I like this because of my ungovernable heart? she wonders. Osian is watching her, his eyes crinkling. Aren’t you having anything? she asks, looking down into her mug.


When Osian has poured a cup for himself, they sit and drink. The kitchen is dim, with a lingering smell of fried onions. Tirzah wonders what his mother’s been cooking. Do you think I’m a bad person? she asks finally, putting her empty mug down. I mean, you know me: am I bad? Osian is serious. Very, he says. You are a lost soul. You must be, running out of the midweek meeting. Tirzah sends up a silent prayer. Don’t joke, Osian, she says. This is serious. I’m always trying to be good. Osian laughs again. He thinks for a few seconds. There are more important things than being good, he says, nodding firmly. But, Osian, how can there be? And what about the way we are all guilty worms? Tirzah asks. It’s hopeless. I was thinking all sorts of sinful thoughts at the meeting. About bums and bulges, things like that, she adds silently. Osian laughs, laying his forehead down on the table. Honestly! she says, tapping his head. Really, tell me what you think. All I know, he tells her, lifting his head, is that the poor old worms aren’t guilty. How can they be? God made them. Besides, all they do is eat earth. And if they’re not, neither are you. There, that’s settled. He stands up. Come on, we’ve just about got time. I want to show you something.


In the attic, Osian flicks the light switch. A clear bulb hangs from a dusty cord, its glow grudging. Tirzah sees, laid out on a low table, a whole network of railways, junctions and platforms. Little cows stand on green fabric, tiny people wait for trains. Fuzzy trees dot the boundaries. It’s lovely, she says, kneeling down. All aboard, Osian calls, and the train starts to whizz around the tracks. Tirzah is looking at a kidney-shaped blob of blue paint with two minuscule ducks in the middle. Oh, bless him, she thinks. The thought of Osian carefully painting the pool and placing his miniature birds just so makes her heart swell like a note played on the organ. I’ve been waiting to get it just right before I showed you, he says, towering over his made-up country. Been saving all my chore money. Tirzah wants to be that girl on the platform carrying a basket, always ready to go off on a journey. Osian says: I painted her to look like you. Do you like her? Tirzah nods. The girl has scarlet lips and a copper comma of a ponytail. Where is she off to? she wonders. The train comes to a halt, but the girl is rooted to the spot, still looking down the track. What’s the use of being someone who is stuck in one place, always waiting to get on a train that can only go round in circles?


Osian comes to kneel beside her, and together they contemplate the railway. She can feel his warmth against her. I’m glad you like it, he says, leaning his shoulder in. It’s very nice, Osian. It must have taken you ages, she says, turning to him. He is silently brooding over his creation, and she studies his nose, his long, half-closed lashes. For the first time she senses her ribs moving as she breathes, and the way her body sits inside her drying dress. Osian, she says, putting her hand on his arm. He turns, and before she can say another word, presses his lips on hers. Tirzah has never kissed anyone this way before. His lips are firm, and his saliva tastes faintly of onions when he pushes the tip of his tongue in. She turns her mouth away and looks sideways at him. Osian’s eyes are wide and amused. The train still whirs round, the auburn-haired girl still waits with her basket. I love you, Osian says. And I love you, Tirzah answers. You and Biddy are my best friends. No, he whispers, smiling. I really love you. Tirzah shakes her head. I have to go, she says, making a move to get up; Osian is strange to her. Ah, don’t tell me this makes you feel like a guilty worm? he says, his hand pressing on her thigh, preventing her from moving. Yes and no, she answers. I’m not sure.


They hear the front door slamming. Quick, Osian whispers, switching off the light. They make it down the attic ladder as Osian’s father gets to the top of the stairs. What have you two been doing all alone up here, may I enquire? he asks, squinting his eyes at them. Here I am, just back from the place of prayer, and this is what I find. He lowers his head like an angry animal and stares at Tirzah. Now, why aren’t you in your own home, young lady? It was my idea, Da, Osian says. She was poorly and I looked after her. Osian’s father fills the landing, forcing them to take several steps back. His voice seems to bounce off the walls. What am I always saying to you, son? he shouts. My house, my rules. He reaches around Tirzah with a broad hand for Osian and pulls him forward, knocking her off balance. You, girl, to the kitchen this minute. I will inform your parents you were upstairs. Tirzah’s ankles are like pieces of stiff wood. She has to take one step down at a time. Behind her she can hear the sound of Osian being smacked hard across the face.


In the kitchen, Osian’s mother is lifting a patterned scarf off her gleaming black hair. What were you thinking of? she asks Tirzah sadly. Still, what’s done is done, and there’s no going back. We were only looking at Osian’s train set, Tirzah whispers. Now then, his mother says softly, no stories, please. It will only make matters worse. Osian would never have a train set. His father says such things are a wicked waste of time and money. She puts her hand on Tirzah’s shoulder and squeezes. Her eyes are red, and she wipes her nose on an apron corner. Let’s see. What about a little bit of toast? she asks, starting to bustle about without doing anything. They are both listening to the sounds of furniture being knocked over and Mr Evans’s deep shouting from above. The toast is already under the grill. Sit down by there and have a quick bit of supper, she says, filling the kettle with water. It will do you good after you’ve been unwell. She butters the toast fiercely, breaking it into pieces. Tirzah looks at Osian’s mother, and the plaited bun, luxurious and full of a kind of mystery, which is piled richly on top of her head. It looks too heavy for her to support on such a narrow neck. Tirzah’s own throat has shrunk so much that not even a sip would pass, but she struggles to eat some of the charred bread. Thank you, Mrs Evans, she says. She tries to take in what Osian’s mother is saying. Always Aunty Margiad to you, little one, she hears. Mrs Evans indeed. Thank you, Aunty Margiad, Tirzah whispers, the incinerated toast stuck to her tongue like coal dust.


There is the sound of a banging door and then Mr Evans comes downstairs. Everyone should be in bed, he announces, out of breath. This is what happens when one lets down one’s guard to the Evil One. Everything else flies out of the window, including Christian bedtimes. His hair has flopped from the slick comb-back he always wears. Tirzah looks at his half-untucked shirt and disarranged tie. It’s high time you were in your own home, he says, not meeting her eye. I will step out with you now and have a word with your parents. Tirzah stands up and looks around for her Bible. And we will put you on the altar, young lady, he goes on loudly, as if he were addressing a congregation. Right you are, Trevor dear, Mrs Evans says, and nods encouragingly at Tirzah, eyes glittering against her dead-white skin. A tendril of hair has escaped and is coiled around her small jaw like a drooping plant. Tidy yourself up, Mr Evans shouts. She jumps, and with trembling fingers pushes the hair behind her ear. Off you go, pet, she says to Tirzah, coming over to give her a peck on the cheek. Take care now, and God bless.


Osian’s father keeps a hard grasp on Tirzah’s elbow as they walk, his breathing still noisy. Does he think I’m going to scarper? she wonders. A growing desire to shove him off is rising inside her. They walk in and out of the pools of lamplight, past the curtained front windows of the terraced houses. Tirzah slows down when she sees her neighbour’s black cat arching its way towards her. Mr Evans tightens his grip. Get off me, she says suddenly through narrowed lips. You are hurting my arm, and she shakes herself free. Pussy, puss, she croons, crouching, and the cat makes a small chirrup of greeting. Hello, Blod, she whispers, stroking the cat and ignoring Mr Evans. She can scarcely see, her eyes are so full of tears. Blodwen raises her inky, pointed face and rubs Tirzah’s wet cheek. In the quiet street, Tirzah puts both hands on Blod’s reverberating back and allows the purring cat to calm her. Mr Evans’s black shoes and trouser turn-ups are waiting. Unhurriedly she stands and walks ahead of him, sensing he is struggling to control his anger. He would like to strike me like he struck Osian, she thinks, appalled by the realisation. Briefly she remembers Mrs Evans flinching away from him. Before he can react, she darts ahead and bangs on her suddenly beloved front door. When her father peers out, she pushes past and runs up to her room.


Tirzah lies straight and stiff under the bedclothes, her outline barely making a shape. The unlined curtains are meagre and the street lights stain the room with tints of dark yellow. She can hear Mr Evans shouting downstairs and her father answering him, but she is unable to concentrate. On the wall opposite the bed is a framed embroidery. She sits up. Surrounded by a trail of cornflowers and poppies are the words, Suffer The Little Children. This picture has been in her room since she was a baby, so familiar she hasn’t really looked at it for years, but now she wonders what it really means. Tonight has been so strange, she begins to think it might be a message. If it means all children, big or little, should suffer, then she understands. And as if a door has swung open to let in freezing blasts of air, she starts to shake, chilled by a mood of utter dejection. She wriggles, trying to find a comfortable spot, and imagines Osian’s father being a boy. How did he fall in love with Aunty Margiad? Was he ever handsome? Did he have hands like Osian? Did he stroke Aunty Margiad’s long, silky hair and kiss her lips in secret on the mountain? Poor thing, with her trembling fingers and sinewy neck. Was she a lovely girl once? Tirzah considers, and realises Mrs Evans is beautiful, even now. Osian has taken after her, that’s plain to see. It’s hard to picture Mrs Evans falling in love with that man, but it must have happened somehow. People just don’t get married out of the blue.


She remembers the fleshy sound of Osian’s face being slapped, his stifled cries, and her own head starts to burn. Is Osian lying on his bed now? How is he feeling? She hopes he’s asleep and dreaming a good dream. Tirzah can’t imagine Joseph whacking young Jesus about the head. Then she reminds herself: Of course, He was perfect, so it’s not the same thing. The Son of God was never a guilty worm. But what trespass have she and Osian committed? Kissing couldn’t possibly be a sin. And anyway, how would Mr Evans have known what happened in the attic? She lies back down, her body starting to relax as she warms up. She hears the front door slamming and then there is quiet downstairs. She thinks about the grown-up Osian she glimpsed this evening, realising he has even lost the salty boyish smell she always loved. She punches her pillow, hoping her parents won’t want to have things out tonight. And tomorrow there will be ructions; she will be in trouble with everyone. Feeling scoured out inside, she is smitten with the knowledge that she is almost a grown-up too, and deliberately steers her thoughts from the way she returned Osian’s kiss, imagining instead that she is drifting with open arms and closed eyes through the huge doorway of the castle of sleep.





The Lust of the Flesh, and the Lust of the Eyes


(1 John 2:16)


Tirzah has escaped to Biddy’s house. They sprawl at opposite ends of the new chocolate-brown velour sofa Biddy’s mother is so pleased with. Rain throws itself at the sash windows, rattling the frames, and a watery valleys’ light coats the glass ornaments in the display cabinet with an unreal sheen. Listen to that old wind, Biddy says, hugging a cushion to her chest and nudging Tirzah with her foot. It’s nice to hear it when we’re inside, but doesn’t part of you want to be out there? Tirzah nods. She likes to think about the mountain when there is a storm. She pictures the rooks being thrown around the sky, and the whinberry bushes shining with raindrops. The ragged sheep will be pushing against the low mossy wall that runs for miles around the edge of the forestry. They press so hard they leave blobs of grubby wool in the wall’s crevices. It must be nice for them, sheltering beneath the eaves of the pine trees, nibbling tender spurts of greenery from the wall. The forest floor is dry even in the worst rain. She has sat on the dusty, needle-strewn ground deep in the woods and breathed its trapped, resin-rich smell. Not a single raindrop can get through the huge pine-umbrellas way up above. It’s stifling and warm, silent and watchful, in amongst the endless straight trunks. A place no one could ever find you.


Tirzah thinks now of Biddy’s back garden, and how much she loves it, even in the rain. Her own father concreted over the earth in theirs two summers ago, when the dandelions were bursting like mini explosions everywhere you looked. He’d been battling the weeds for as long as Tirzah could remember, glad of the chance to explain how God had quite rightly cursed nature since Eve deceived Adam. Mind you, he always liked to add, that Adam must have been a weak one. An apple? I mean. It would’ve been a very different story if yours truly had been on the scene. Really? A piece of fruit, and he caved in? Sin, sin, sin! he’d shout, making the word sound like something you coughed up, slicing at the ragged yellow heads with a blade he’d lashed to a broom handle. You see the wages of it, rampant all over the face of the earth! She remembers the way his shoulders hunched and his neck emerged from his shirt like the neck of a furious tortoise as he clutched the broom handle with its flashing blade. Every growing season he was the same.


Then one day, deep in summertime, he’d cut down all the plants: her mother’s drooping raft of perfumed Albertine roses, the butterfly-sprigged lavender bushes along the path to the washing line, even the bright mint that spilled out of an old china sink. Tirzah and her mother stood at the kitchen window holding hands as he slashed the coloured heads off all the flowers. Let this be a lesson to you womenfolk, he yelled, striding over the mutilated, raspberry-hued London Pride that frothed up against the wall, and banging the window with his filthy knuckles. They could not hear him clearly, but Tirzah recalls the look of his mouth and the sweat on his forehead as he went on about women and their fleshy, indulgent ways. She could feel her mother’s hand shaking. They’d stood and watched until the fire he’d built was under way, and all the dying plants were wreathed in smoke. When Tirzah came out later, the smouldering blossoms still smelt sweet.


Tirzah’s eyes are closed, her cheek nestled against the fuzzy brown cushion as she thinks now about Biddy’s long, thin back garden. She sees the warty old plum trees and the rhododendrons with their collapsed insides that used to make such good dens. Biddy’s mother keeps a few chickens down at the far end, and if Tirzah is allowed, she comes round when the chickens put themselves to bed and listens while they settle and croon to each other. She likes to think that the clucking sounds they make are questions: Whaaat? they ask with different levels of interest. Whaaat? Whaaat? The chickeny smell inside the roosting coop makes you want to sneeze, but it’s inviting – dusty and mild, like the chickens themselves. Tirzah suddenly misses the fluty sound of pigeons and all the old plants and flowers that used to grow in her own garden. Biddy still has the tree house they played in when they were little. Tirzah remembers crouching up in the tree, surrounded by ripe plums abuzz with slow-motion bees. Thinking about it now gives her an uncomfortable tightening inside her chest that’s both lonely and somehow thwarted. She looks sideways through her lashes at her cousin, wondering if she could explain her thoughts.


Biddy has been watching her. Come on, you, look alive, she says, smiling. First tell me about what’s been going on these last ten days. Have you seen Osian? What happened? But Tirzah doesn’t want to explain about him or his father, and how Pastor and two of the Horeb elders had come round and squirrelled themselves away in the study at the end of the upstairs hallway. The meeting went on for hours, it seemed to her. Sitting so silently and still in her bedroom, she had begun to feel as if she were solidifying, becoming more and more like the carved figure of a girl, something made of wood, whittled out of a huge lump. When she was called to the study, she could barely stand upright. It was as if she had to creakily unfold and wait for the blood to start flowing in her veins and arteries again before launching herself towards the door. Then she had listened to a talk about chastity, and purity, and how a girl must guard herself against temptation. That’s rich, she thought hopelessly. Osian kissed me. I didn’t ask him to. It wasn’t something she could point out, though, so she waited until she could leave the room. An important point, brother, Pastor had said to her father as he left. Spare the rod and spoil the child – and this is something never so true as in your situation. He talked over her, as if she were a table. That girl is asking for trouble, going into a boy’s house of an evening. She remembers the sound of the men’s shoes as they stomped downstairs. She hadn’t seen Osian once since then. He hadn’t been to any chapel services. Was it horrible? Biddy asks. She squeezes Tirzah’s hand. Anyway, Tizzy, never mind all that silly business. You’re here now with me, and I’ve got a corker of an idea. Tirzah watches as Biddy leaps off the sofa and does a little dance on the crescent-shaped rug in front of the empty fireplace. Let’s turn the television on.


Biddy’s parents have rented a TV for what they have called a test of faith. Are you sure, though, Bid? Are you allowed? Tirzah asks. Bum and celery, who cares? Biddy says, chewing her thumbnail hungrily. What’s the point of having a telly if we can’t watch the silly thing, I’d like to know. She puts her hands on Tirzah’s shoulders and gives her another squeeze. Robinson Crusoe will be on, she says coaxingly. You love that book, don’t you? Well, now it’s a telly programme. Tirzah can’t resist the idea of seeing Robinson. If this is a test of our faith, she says, we’re the blackest goners. Oh, rubbish, Biddy states. Most people in the world have a telly and watch it until their eyes fall out. How can a book be safe to read, and the programme based on it be sinful? Your own parents bought you Robinson Crusoe, didn’t they? Tirzah can see how this seems right. It doesn’t make sense otherwise. Biddy switches the TV on, and they wait for it to warm up.


The girls sit side by side and hold hands. Look at the colour of my skin compared to yours, Biddy says, holding up her arm. Tirzah’s skin is white, and dotted here and there with small freckles. Biddy’s is creamy and without marks. I never noticed that before, Tirzah says. Our hair’s the same colour, though. Biddy pulls the elastic from her ponytail and they put their hair together. You can’t tell which is which, she says. Except that yours is thick and curly, and mine is soft and wavy. They weave their long hair together. I’m getting mine cut, Biddy states. Oh, please don’t, Bid, Tirzah says. I like it that our hair’s the same. Biddy contemplates her. I might not then, she answers. Anyway, the programme is starting, so let’s concentrate. They settle down again. Tirzah is transfixed. Everything on the screen is almost as she imagined it. The music is dreamy and a little disturbing. They watch as Crusoe swims out to his ship’s wreck and dives for supplies. He has difficulty in bringing the huge bundles ashore, and it looks at one point as if he’ll drown in the waves, but no, he gets back to the beach and lies there in the shallows, gasping as the ship finally breaks apart and vanishes.


The girls are holding hands tightly, so intent on Robinson’s ripped shirt and the way his belly hollows out below his ribs each time he gulps in air that they don’t hear the sound of a key turning. They jump when the door bangs, then listen to Biddy’s father striding down the hall. They both know it’s too late to turn the TV off. Flipping flip, Biddy mutters. Now we’re in for it. He stands in front of them, holding a bicycle clip, the other one still clamped round his trouser leg. Duw, Duw. I cannot believe what I am seeing with my own two eyes, he says quietly, pronouncing each word with extreme care. What do you both think you are doing? Running into the Devil’s wide-open arms, that is what! Biddy starts to cry extravagantly. But, Dada, she says, sobbing, we wanted to see Robinson Crusoe so much. We love him. Biddy’s father turns his attention to Tirzah. Is this gospel? he asks. Tirzah nods and says quietly, Yes, Uncle Maldwyn, but is unwilling to tear her eyes away from the glimpse of Robinson’s bare legs climbing a tree. He is wonderfully nimble as he works his way up to the coconuts bunched high above him.


Uncle Maldwyn begins to walk up and down the carpet. Each turn seems to make him sadder. Love him? he asks. Love him? He sounds perplexed. What do you know about such things? He turns away for a moment and briskly strikes his forehead with the hand holding the bicycle clip. Tirzah is surprised by his reaction; he has always been much more easy-going than her own father. What can have happened to make him change? This television is not for little girls, he now declares, whipping round to face them again. Tirzah glances at Biddy. We’re not that little, she thinks. I’m going to be seventeen in November. This machine, Uncle Maldwyn says, walking over to the TV and yanking out the plug, is like having the Evil One spewing out filth in the corner of the room. I see that now. The TV sparks and makes a hissing sound as the screen dies. Tirzah tries to look away, but her eyes are locked on the dead, grey rectangle. It is everything that is suggestive and lewd, Uncle Maldwyn says, his voice sinking briefly. His eyes are luminous with righteous anger. The world, the flesh and the Devil! he barks. That’s what it represents!


Tirzah decides to make herself invisible. But it’s difficult to concentrate on the process with Uncle talking so insistently. His big, pointing finger pins her to the room, making things impossible. Just as her feet start to dissolve he shakes her shoulder and tells her she is on a broad and slippery path. Don’t think I haven’t heard about your dirty work at Osian’s. Such behaviour! In our own family! As if to underline what he’s said, he adds that the whole fellowship is most concerned. Tirzah’s mind stutters. What do people think I’ve been doing? she wonders. It’s as if icy air were blowing through the room. He stands back and contemplates her. I blame you for persuading Biddy to turn the television on, he says. She is easily led. But Daddy, Biddy says, going to stand close to him, her loose hair swinging. Why can’t we watch a nice little thing on the telly if we want to? He puts his finger to her lips. Now, he says, Tirzah, off home with you. It gives me no satisfaction, but I must tell your mam and dad. And Biddy. To your room, naughty, weak girl that you are.


Tirzah grabs her coat and darts out through the front door and around the side of the house to Biddy’s garden gate. Once safe, she sinks on to the wet path and cries, remembering how Biddy tried to stand up for them both, and the way the blank eye of the television stared as if it couldn’t believe all the fuss. Raindrops flick her head and run quickly down her scalp. She blindly rises and follows the path until she’s at the bottom of the garden. The chicken coop door is wedged shut, but she manages to open it and step inside. Immediately the chickens are alert, and shout Whaaat? Whaaat? with scared voices, the sound of flapping and grumbling rising to a crescendo. Tirzah stands amongst the flying dust until finally it is quiet. The simple, sharp smell of feathers and chicken droppings soothes her, and soon she’s only hiccupping gently. She doesn’t want to go home yet, so she makes a bed out of loose straw and settles down to rest.


When she’s comfortable she runs over what happened. I can’t seem to stop doing wrong things. Now I’ve been watching the Devil in the lounge, she thinks, and starts to sneeze. But she can’t help remembering Robinson’s wild mane. Even though it’s a black and white TV, she knows his hair was blond, and his beautiful chest brown. Soon she is back on the island with him, smashing open coconuts for a meal. In the steamy jungle greenly lapping the sand behind them, she can hear tigers roar. His hair, a wheat-coloured halo, and hers, curly and auburn, are wreathed in flames as they sit either side of a blue-tongued fire. The sunset is all the shades of orange that ever were invented. She and Robinson smile at each other in the flickering, coppery light, slurping coconut milk. She can feel the creamy liquid running down her neck. Is that the world, the flesh and the Devil too? she wonders, hardly caring. In the feathery half-light, between sneezes, she hums the programme’s theme tune until she is entirely calm.





Consider the Lilies of the Field, How They Grow


(Matthew 6:28)


On Easter Monday the whole family always gather at Tirzah’s grandparents’ house. This year the get-together falls at the beginning of April. Bampy has a huge garden that runs down the side of the mountain on the furthest outskirts of the village. Many years before, someone had cut large, flat areas for lawns, and made little pathways you could get lost in for hours. Some of the levels are vegetable gardens, some are for fruit. The toilet at her grandparents is outside, up a narrow, winding path behind the house. It has a green, wood-slatted door with a zigzag top edge. Small squares of the South Wales Argus are threaded through with a string and hang on a hook for you to use. Upstairs under the beds are fat china pots for weeing in at night. The girls have always loved having holidays with Gran and Bampy; they come at least twice in the long summer holiday. There are always picnics on the top lawn. Gran and Bamps have a curly-legged iron table and chairs up there, thick with paint. Tirzah remembers the tall dahlia beds that form a hedge all around the lawn by late summer, the flower heads like bursting maroon and amber stars. She thinks about Gran’s soap-smelling wash-house, and Queenie, the conservatory cat, who sleeps in a segment of sunshine on the ironing board when she can; every time of year is lovely there.


Once, when she was little, and she and Biddy were staying for a holiday, Biddy was practising her handstands on the top lawn. Tirzah had flung herself under the table. She remembers looking up through the curly pattern of the table top, noticing how the shining blue sky had separated itself into tiny scraps. The crushed grass smelt damp and peppery. The knotted blossoms studding the hollyhocks seemed to make the stems droop, and sieved by a breeze, sent drifts of fragrance on to her face. Then there was a crash and she felt something strike her head. When she woke, the garden was a different garden, the sky a different, unkind sort of sky. There was Biddy outstretched beside her, and nearby, the upturned table with its stiff legs splayed.


Tirzah thought she could hear a deep, rumbling growl coming from somewhere near. The tall plants bordering the lawn were scorched and smoking, and from their depths something started to rise, thrashing. Tirzah was unable to move. She lay, picturing her bleeding scalp like a sliced open cherry, and watched as up through the ruined foliage the Devil himself rose. Shaking his craggy, smoking head, he turned eyes like filthy puddles in Tirzah’s direction, and she saw his scaly horns were wreathed with dried-up, blackened hollyhock flowers, and realised he was making the sound she had heard. Then, just as he reached for her with a scarlet claw, the growling stopped, Biddy woke and Gran came running. Tirzah clambered to her feet and pulled Biddy upright. Both girls darted across the lawn and crowded into Gran’s arms. Handstands, was it? Come on now, up-a-dando, Gran said, eventually letting them go in order to straighten the tumbled furniture. Into the kitchen with you both. Let’s bathe your cuts and bruises, and then ice cream is the best medicine.


But these days Tirzah isn’t sure any of that Devil stuff really happened. She had been little, when that sort of thing is almost normal. After all, she used to believe her teddy would bite her in the night when she’d been naughty, so who knows? Today is the day of the family get-together, and Tirzah is preparing in her bedroom, only faintly concerned about those old times. She’s picked a new outfit to wear from the black bin bag under the stairs; one of her mother’s friends always gives them a sack of clothes when she visits, and she has daughters two or three years older than Tirzah. That one will be perfectly nice, her mother had said, busy with her own hair when Tirzah held up some things for approval. Stop being such a fusspot and put something tidy on. Tirzah watched her mother twist a thin hank of hair into a neat lump. Pass me those pins, she’d said, the comb between her lips. No one will be looking at you.


So here she is, pulling on a high-necked, thin, sleeveless jumper the colour of hazelnut shells. It’s difficult to see the overall effect in her small mirror, but Tirzah is so amazed at how the fabric moulds itself to her body that a blush rolls up into her hair roots. This looks nice, she tells herself. I’m almost like one of those girls in sixth form. There is a long, narrow skirt with an irregular hem that seems to go with it, so she pulls that on too. The strange way she feels may have to do with the dark clothes they’ve had to wear leading up to Good Friday. It would have been wrong, she knows, to waltz about in gaudy things when the Saviour was going through his torture. For weeks they’d been singing the sad hymn Wounded for Me, Wounded for Me, and Tirzah was sucked into the horror of His pain each time someone started it up.


Now, all that was over for another year. There can’t be anything actually sinful about clothes can there? she asks the wonderful Tirzah in the mirror. The outline of her body is startling. But still, there’s something uncomfortable about this get-up; it’s making her perspire. It’s as if she were telling a story about herself, a not quite true one. She almost decides to take it all off, but the pretty, flouncing portions of herself she catches in the mirror stop her. I can just imagine poor old Mam and Dada having forty fits when they see me, she says out loud. Well, blow them. Suddenly feeling bold and grown-up, she decides to keep out of sight until the very moment it’s time to go, then slip into the car without being seen. She shivers with excitement. Her outfit is to blame, she finally knows, for her beating heart and wet palms.


Her mother is using the rear-view mirror to peer at Tirzah. Why are you trussed up in that thick coat on such a lovely day, you daft girl? she asks. Tirzah looks out of the window. Answer your mother, her father says, busy manoeuvring the big old car out on to the main street. I’m cold, that’s why, she finally manages to tell them, her lips like two slugs that want to go their own way. Are you sickening for something? her mother immediately asks, as Tirzah knew she would. No, Mam, I’m all right. Just a little chilly, she answers. Nesh, that’s what you are, her father says with a smile in his voice. The familiar streets go by, but Tirzah’s eyes are blurred by tears. She wishes now she’d worn some old, loose thing. These clothes were making her deceitful, and her neck is itching, wrapped around by the tall collar of the knitted top.


I need to get out, she gasps. It is a lovely day, as you said, Mama. So I want to walk. Her father slows the car and makes a big show of finding somewhere to park. You’re not going to pander to her, are you, Gwyllim? her mother asks in a sharp voice. Stop the car, start the car. It’s ridiculous. She wraps you round her little finger. Tirzah can’t believe her ears. The idea of her father being wrapped around anything is a joke. Now, now. The exercise will do her good, he says. Off you go, child. Tirzah almost falls from the car door, she is so eager to get outside. They are gone before she composes herself. The spring sunshine hits her heavily. It’s as if someone has brought a heavy book down on her head; she can hardly stand for a moment. The wool coat is smothering her. She takes it off and sinks down on the low wall outside the Co-op. She is torn between the need to get going to her grandparents and the desire to return home and change.


It takes much longer to get there than she remembered it would. All the way she hums the Wounded hymn, even though she doesn’t want to. Primroses cluster frothily in the verges, and across the fields, where the woods begin, she thinks she can just make out the faintest tinges of green, caught like smoke around the trees’ heads. Over the crumbling walls along the lane the catkins shake knobbly inch-long ropes. There are stands of fat pussy willows keeping pace with her, their oval blobs covered with velvety yellow dust. I should be happy, she tells herself, but she has an unshakeable awareness that she will be sorry soon. Her coat is like a sack of coal; she has to shift it from arm to arm. Then, as always, the door appears suddenly in the high garden wall, sooner than you think. There is not even the smallest clue from outside what the garden looks like. Tirzah can hear voices calling, and laughter. The door-knob is stiff, and she has to put her coat down on the road to use both hands. She has difficulty gathering it back up; her arms feel boneless. And then she is inside, looking down the path through the forsythia to where they are all gathered at a long table on the top lawn. Here she is, shouts Biddy, and everyone turns.


The laughter and talk dies, and Tirzah stands transfixed by the pairs of eyes looking at her new clothes. The tightly budded cones of the lilac blossoms are like sickly gas flares behind the double row of seated relatives, and for a moment Tirzah remembers the old Devil she saw amongst the summer hollyhocks. Then a murmur starts, and her grandmother comes rushing towards her like before, but this time with a beaded, half-empty jug of lemonade. Tizzy, my little dwt, she exclaims, smiling. I was getting worried about you. Tirzah’s nerves loosen at last, and she runs to hug her gran. She pretends they are alone. Can I give you a hand? she asks, taking the jug. Together they walk into the house, and Tirzah gratefully breathes in the welcoming smell of stored apples and dried lavender. Gran, what do you think of my get-up? she asks, throwing her coat on a chair. Her grandmother turns from the kitchen table, still holding her buttering knife, a large loaf of bread like a sleeping piglet under her arm. Well, she says, her head to one side. I think you look smashing. You’ve got a lovely little figure on you. But I don’t know what the daft old fellowship will say. Horeb indeed. I’d Horeb the lot of them if I had the chance. They smile at each other. Well, I know what Pastor would say, Tirzah says, and Mam and Dada.


To Tirzah, the kitchen momentarily gets smaller and quieter, almost as if it’s a little spaceship out on the darkest reaches of the universe. That would be perfect, she thinks. Just me and Granny hurtling through space in a kitchen. Never you mind, love, Gran says. Come by here and sit down. You look white as a ghost. I’ll make you a little mouthful of something. Then you’ll feel the ticket. Tirzah sits at the table and watches as her grandmother holds the loaf close, slathers on an even layer of softened butter and deftly saws a thin slice of bread towards her chest with an old bone-handled knife. She then uses the knife’s flat side to transfer the slice to a plate. As she quickly does another, she asks Tirzah what she would like inside. I don’t mind, Tirzah says, distracted by the sandwich making. Just some lettuce and cucumber. Tirzah realises that the space-kitchen would be no good. No Osian, she thinks. No Biddy, no woods and, especially, no wild and windy mountain. When the sandwich is made, Gran cuts it into four squares and hands the plate to Tirzah. Eat up now, she urges, patting Tirzah on the cheek. This is lovely, Tirzah says between mouthfuls. Are these from your garden? The bread is fresh, and the salad things crispy. Not the cuke, Gran says. It’s too early in the year for them. But those lettuces are your bampy’s first ones. Very small, mind, but good and juicy. Folk don’t realise the nourishment a nice lettuce can give. Tirzah finishes her snack. Just time for a cup of tea for us, I think, Gran says. Then we’ll put our coats on and go out to face the music. We’re rushing the season this year, having our party in the garden.


Before they have begun their drinks, Tirzah’s father appears in the doorway. Now, Gwyllim, Gran says, what’s on your mind? It’s only natural she wants to look nice, for goodness’ sake. This is my business, he says, gesturing for Tirzah to get up. We must have a little talk, I think. He pushes her across the kitchen and into the front room. It’s no good you gawping at your grandmother, he goes on, when she cranes her neck to look back. She is an unredeemable heathen. Her gran laughs softly. Still, we love her to bits, and put her on the altar of prayer, he adds, closing the door. He ushers Tirzah to a position in front of the empty fireplace. But there’s nothing to be done about your grandmother, and that’s the way she likes it, he continues. Tirzah is so aware of the spectacled eyes looking at her troublesome clothes from the old family photographs on the mantelpiece that it seems as if they will catch fire and burn away, leaving her naked. Her father settles himself on the sofa, studying his clasped hands for a moment. Enough about your grandmother, he says. Now. What have you got to say for yourself? He pins her to the rug with a look. Your mother and I are at our wits’ end with you. If it’s not the television, it’s something with a boy. And now look. He makes a gesture with his hands towards her clothes that somehow implies disgust and rejection. He leans forward, making her flinch. I fear for your immortal soul, child, I really do.


Tirzah’s lips are stuck together. She stares at the piano behind her father, and tries to read the title of the piece of music on the stand. When she struggles to find words to express her innocence nothing will come out of her mouth but a stupid sound. Consider the lilies, her father starts. This is crucial for you to learn. Do you understand me? Tirzah is confused. What have flowers got to do with anything? she wonders, guessing it must be to do with her unsuitable clothes. Solomon in all his glory was not arrayed as one of those flowers, he adds. Tirzah, the Evil One desires your very soul. You do not need to outwardly adorn yourself. And certainly you do not need to show the world the secrets of your fallen body. Cultivate a beauty of the heart, child. An inner, untouched beauty. He struggles up off the sofa as if he’d doubled in weight, and pats her shoulder. That’s true about the Devil, Tirzah has to admit, still standing on the rug as he leaves. And she recalls Satan’s eyes, dirty yet colourless, utterly devoid of pity, turned on her in the long-ago garden, his claw outstretched. The Devil beckoned me near this very place, she has to admit. Yes, Dada, she calls to the closing door. I will consider more from now on.





So Will the Anger of the Lord Be Kindled Against Thee


(Deuteronomy 7:4)


The morning after her telling off, Tirzah stuffs the sinful skirt and top back into the bag under the stairs, averting her eyes as she does so. On go her old, pure clothes. Then she goes shopping for her mother. Outside the Co-op, an unfamiliar boy is hanging about with a group of much younger children. She is curious. He looks so much bigger and stronger than any boy she knows; even Osian is small beside him. The way he holds himself is emphatic, but at the same time he is restless, looking around constantly, as if he has to be ready for anything. The name’s Brân, he tells her. And these are my Braves. He’s carrying a stick, big as a spear. The boys are scruffy, and they seem to think Brân’s great. As she rummages for sweets, Tirzah drops her string shopping bag and the little boys run around gathering up scattered potatoes, pushing each other out of the way to get them first. Thank you, Braves, Tirzah says, and the boys snigger, shuffling their feet and darting glances at Brân, who stands well back from the action. Who’d like a sweet? Tirzah asks, and the boys start hopping around, hands jerking up as if on wires, shouting, Me! Me! Me! Brân steps forward. You lot, he yells, frowning and banging the end of his spear on the ground, get your arses into line! The boys all run to surround him. I’ll get you hundreds of sweets next time I see you. Now bugger off.


Brân is much taller than Tirzah, and he smells strange, both musky and blackcurrant-sharp. I’m their boss, he says, looking after his gang as they each run for home. Where do you live? Tirzah asks. Who wants to know? he says, shoving his hands in his pockets. Well, I do. Tirzah. That’s me, she answers, offering her bag of sweets. He pulls out a clump of honeycomb and chucks it in his mouth, biting furiously and snapping his head back like a dog. Tirzah realises he’s starving. Do you want to come to tea? she asks him. Fuck off, he shouts, making her blink. Why should I want to come to your ’ouse? You’m one of them religious nuts. Think you’re better than everybody else, don’t you? Tirzah doesn’t have an answer but almost laughs, it is so far from the way she feels. Anyway, I have to scarper, he says, studying her face, calmer now. See you, Tirzah calls as he jogs down the street in his broken shoes, only now wondering what her mother would have said if she had brought him to tea.


Brân is on Tirzah’s mind all week. When she says her prayers, most of them are for him. She remembers his ripped jumper and the way his famished-looking Adam’s apple stuck out. He’s like nobody’s child, she thinks, wondering who his family are. When she asks Biddy, she finds out that he is always running away from home. And he’s never in school. His dad’s a drinker, she explains. And his mam is always going off somewhere. Tirzah is sure Brân doesn’t believe in God. She knows it’s her job to tell him he’s a sinner, and that the anger of the Lord could fall on his head at any time. Or, she thinks, I should at least get him to chapel. When she next sees him, he’s alone, sitting on the Co-op wall, wiping his nose on a ragged sleeve. Tirzah tells him about the Sunday evening service, and how he’d be welcome. Push off, he says. Welcome in chapel? You gorra be joking. But she can tell he’s not angry. Anyway, maybe we’ll see you, she says, handing him the cheese and potato pasty wrapped in greaseproof her mother had given her for a snack. Tirzah’s chest becomes tight and painful, looking at Brân. I have to go now, she says. When she glances back, he has already eaten the pasty and is licking the paper.


On Sunday, Pastor preaches a sermon about biblical curses. Do not be hazy about this, dear brothers and sisters, boys and girls, he says, resting one elbow on the pulpit and leaning forward the better to look each member of the congregation in the eye. The Old Testament is just as relevant to us here in the year of Our Blessed Lord 1972 as it ever was. More so, I would suggest. Everyone starts tuning up: Amen, they say, amen, verily, Lord. Tirzah shrinks down in the pew between her parents. She doesn’t like the sound of these curses. One of them is sure to apply to her. She sucks a Polo mint earnestly, looking at her clasped hands. Why does there have to be so much cursing, and being sorry, in everything Pastor preaches? And does the very fact she is daring to question things make her a wicked girl?


I’ll confess all my sins, she decides, then I’ll be safe. She runs through her secrets, sure God will understand her need for them at present. It can’t possibly be wrong to befriend a lost boy and try to help him. After all, she’s only doing her duty, following Jesus’s words. But you never know. When she finishes praying, Pastor is reading from Deuteronomy, and really getting into the spirit. Cursed be thou in the city, and cursed be thou in the field, he booms at the now silent congregation. If thou will not hearken unto the voice of the Lord thy God, these curses shall come upon thee. Let us restrain ourselves, dear ones, from wishy-washy thinking, he shouts, waving the massive Bible above his head. Curses! No less. Curses will be upon you. Then he slams the Bible down on the pulpit. Tirzah’s body is changing, becoming more and more brittle with fear, and she tries to push her hand through the crook of her mother’s arm, but it’s rigid. She glances up at her mother’s face. Under the brim of her hat she looks terrified too. It’s as if no one has a place to hide.


Out in the graveyard, Tirzah takes a gravestone near to the one Osian is perched on. Hello, she says. Are you all right? You haven’t been to chapel for a while. Osian smiles without looking at her. Been to my aunty’s for a bit, he states. Over by the chapel doors, both their sets of parents are talking to Pastor. Tirzah can sense the space between her and Osian stretching. They are not supposed to talk to each other since the attic episode. Tirzah’s shoulders are weighed down by a feeling of precariousness. It’s as if, at any moment, God could puncture the fragile blue fabric of the sky and point with a shining finger, cursing her for having a hardened, trespassing heart. She is exposed, but knows that even if a person went to the centre of the earth, the Lord would be able to see them. There is nowhere to run. Tirzah imagines burrowing deep under a huge rock and the Lord hooking her out as if she were a grub. Then, with a jolt, she remembers Brân. His heart must be riddled with sin, she thinks. And he doesn’t even understand what a curse is, except for swearing curses. But how can God blame him if he has never heard the Good News? It doesn’t sound fair. She lowers her head so her hair obscures her face and asks Osian if he knows Brân. Be careful with that one, he says, still looking ahead and hardly moving his lips. He’s a wrong’un. But, Osian, she says, what shall we do? We’re all wrong’uns, aren’t we? Osian seems so far away, sat beside her. Dunno, he answers, gazing up at the sky. But that Brân will definitely come to no good.


Tirzah wants to continue talking, but Osian moves quickly to pick a celandine and places it under Tirzah’s chin. It behaves like a little golden lamp against her pale throat. More to the point, do you like butter? he asks, studying her serious face. He bounces the celandine gently on both her anxious eyes. What are you doing? she asks, darting a look towards the chapel door. Relax, Osian says. If God made today, He must want us to enjoy it. And anyway, you and I have nothing to be ashamed of. You know I’m talking sense. Stop it, she whispers, glancing over at her parents again. Don’t worry, they’re deep in some doctrinal discussion, Osian tells her. Or arguing about us. They won’t notice a thing. But don’t you care about the curses, Osh? Tirzah asks, remembering the Bible’s decisive bang. Maybe, he answers, turning his face to the sun again. He doesn’t mean it, Lord, Tirzah thinks, sending up an arrow of prayer. She wants to cry, everything is so difficult. And Sunday will roll on, with over-cooked dinner and rice pudding that’s either crunchy or solid, then Sunday School, where she teaches a class of tiny girls who won’t sit still, and are constantly putting up their hands to go to the toilet. Sometimes she looks into their sweet, inattentive eyes and wonders if they understand a word she says. Then there will be evening service, and later, after-church meeting in the front room of someone’s house. They are almost certain to be offered fig rolls. From the gravestone she can see the shape of the forestry spread dark and dense along the side of the mountain. I’d love to be there now, Osian. How about you? she asks, immediately realising she wouldn’t want him with her. Osian shades his eyes and gazes at the mountain. More than anything, he answers.
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