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One

The place brought to mind a sinking ship. Wood
creaked on the floor, across the pews, up in the gallery.
Around the walls, a fierce March wind chased itself.

The congregation launched into the Our Father as
if every last soul was going down. Heaven. Bread.
Trespass. Temptation. The words whisked passed Shell’s
ears like rabbits vanishing into their holes. She tried
wriggling her nose to make it slimmer. Evil. Mrs
McGrath’s hat lurched in front of her, its feather
looking drunk: three-to-one odds it would fall off.
Declan Ronan, today’s altar boy, was examining the
tabernacle, licking his lips with half-shut eyes.
Whatever he was thinking, it wasn’t holy.

Trix and Jimmy sat on either side of her, swinging
their legs in their falling-down socks. They were in a
competition to see who could go higher and faster.

‘Whisht,” Shell hissed, poking Jimmy in the ribs.

‘Whisht yourself,’ said Jimmy aloud.

Thankfully, Dad didn’t hear. By now he was up at
the microphone, reading the lesson like a demented
prophet. His sideburns gleamed grey. The lines on his
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massive forehead rose and fell. This past year, he’d
gone religion-mad. He’d become worshipper extraor-
dinaire, handing out the hymn books, going round
with the collection boxes every offertory. Most days he
went into nearby Castlerock and walked the streets,
coliecting for the Church’s causes. On Sunday
mornings, she’d often glimpse him practising the
reading in the top bedroom. He’d sit upright in front
of the three panelled mirrors of Mam’s old dressing
table, spitting out the words like bad grapes.

Shell, on the other hand, had no time for church:
not since Mam’s death, over a year back. She remem-
bered how, when she was small, Mam had made her,
Jimmy and Trix dress up clean and bright and coaxed
them through Mass with colouring pencils and paper.
‘Draw me an angel, Shell, playing hurling in the raiv’; ‘Do
me a cat, Jimmy, parachuting off a plane’ Mam had liked
the priests, the candles and the rosaries. Most of all,
she’d loved the Virgin Mary. She’d said ‘Sweet Mary
this and that’ all day long. Sweet Mary if the potatoes
boiled over, if the dog caught a crow. Sweet Mary if the
scones came out good and soft.

Then she died.

Shell remembered standing by Mam’s bed as she
floated off. Dr Fallon, Mrs Duggan and Mrs McGrath
had been there, with Father Carroll leading a round
of the rosary. Her dad had stood off to the side, like
a minor character in a film, mouthing the words rather
than saying them. Now and at the hour of our . . . On
the word ‘death’ Shell had frozen. Death. The word
was a bad breath. The closer you got the more you
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wanted it to go away. She’d realized then she didn’t
believe in heaven any more. Mam wasn’t going
anywhere. She was going to nowhere, to nothing. Her
face had fallen in, puckered and ash-white. Her thin
fingers kneaded the sheets, working over them
methodically. In Shell’s mind, Jesus got off the cross
and walked off to the nearest bar. Mam’s face
scrunched up, like a baby’s that’s about to cry. Then
she died. Jesus drained off his glass of beer and went
clean out of Shell’s life. Mrs McGrath put the mirror
Mam had used for plucking her eyebrows up to her
mouth and said, ‘She’s gone.” It was quiet. Dad didn’t
move. He just kept on mouthing the prayers, a fish
out of water.

They'd waked her in the house over three days.
Mam’s face turned waxen. Her fingers went blue and
stff, then yellow and loose again. They threaded them
with her milk-white rosary beads. Then they buried
her. It was a drama, the whole village bowing, the men
doffing their hats. There were processions and candles,
solemn stares, prayers, and callers night and day. I'm
sorry for your trouble, they'd say. A feed of drink was
drunk. Shell didn’t cry. Not at first. Not until a whole
year passed. Then she’d cried long and hard as she
planted the grave up with daffodils on a November
day, the first anniversary. ‘

The less religious Shell got, the more Dad became,
Before Mam died, he’d only ever gone through the
motions, standing in the church’s back porch, muttering
with the other men about the latest cattlemart or hurling
match. Mam hadn’t minded. She’d joked that men fell
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into two categories: they were either ardent about
God and indifferent to women, or ardent about
women and indifferent to God. If she’d been alive
now, she wouldn’t have known him. He was piety
personified. He’d sold the television, saying it was a
vehicle of the devil. He’d taken over Mam’s old role
and led Shell, Jimmy and Trix in a decade of the rosary
every night, except Wednesdays and Saturdays, when
he went straight down to Stack’s pub after his day of
collecting. He’d given up his job on Duggans’ farm.
He said he was devoting his life to the Lord.

Today, he was almost yelling. Avenging angels,
crashing temples and false gods resounded in the
small church, hurting the ear. Mrs McGrath’s hat slid
off when the shock of the word thunder set the micro-
phone off in a high-pitched whine. Dad’s eyes flickered.
He was momentarily distracted. He looked up at the
congregation, staring into the middle distance,
seeing nobody. He clenched the lectern’s sides. Shell
held her breath. Had he lost his place? No. He
continued, but the steam had gone out of it. Jimmy
punched the bench, making it boom, just as Dad
faltered to the end.

“This — is — the —word — of — the — Lord,’ he trailed.

“Thanks be to God,” the congregation chorused.
Shell for one meant it. He’d done. Jimmy smirked.
He made the hymn sheet into a spyglass and twisted
to inspect the people in the gallery. Trix curled up on
the floor, with her head on the kneeler. Dad came
down from the altar. Everybody stood up. Shell averted
her eyes from Dad as he shuffled up beside her. Bridie
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Quinn, her friend from school, caught her eye. She
had two fingers up to her temple and was twizzling
them round as if to say, Your dad is mad. Shell shrugged
as if to reply, It’s nothing to do with me. Everybody was
waiting for Father Carroll to do the Gospel. He was
stooped and old, with a soft, sing-song voice. You could
go off into a sweet, peaceful dream as he pattered out
the words.

There was a long pause.

The wind outside died down. Crows cawed.

It wasn’t Father Carroll who approached the
microphone but the new curate, Father Rose. He was
fresh from the seminary, people said, up in the
Midlands. He’d never spoken in public before. Shell
had only seen him perform the rites in silence, at
Father Carroll’s side. There was a quickening interest
all around.

He stood at the lectern, eyes down, and turned
the pages of the book with a slight frown of concen-
tration. He was young, with a full head of hair that
sprang upwards like bracken. He held his head to one
side, as if considering a finer point of theology. When
he found the place, he straightened up and smiled.
It was the kind of smile that radiated out to everyone,
everywhere at once. Shell felt he’d smiled at her alone.
She heard him draw his breath.

““The next day, as they were leaving Bethany . , .
he began.

His voice was even, expressive. The words had a new
tune in them, an accent from another place, a richer
county. He read the words as if he’d written them
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himself, telling the story about Jesus throwing over the
tables of the moneylenders outside the temple. Jesus
raged with righteous anger and Father’s Rose’s mouth
moved in solemn tandem. The air around him
vibrated with shining picture bubbles. Shell could hear
the caged birds under the arches, the clink of Roman
coins. She could see the gorgeous colours of the
Israelites’ robes, the light shafting through the temple
columns. The images and sounds cascaded out from
the pulpit, hanging in the air, turning over like angels
in the spring light.

‘Please be seated,’ Father Rose said at the end of
the reading. The congregation sat. Only Shell
remained standing, her mouth open. The tables of
the moneymen turned into hissing snakes. The muls-
tudes fell silent. Jesus became man, sad and real,
smiling upon Shell as she stood in a daze.

‘Be seated,” Father Rose repeated gently.

There was a rustle around her and Shell remem-
bered where she was. God. Everyone’s staring. She
plumped down. Trix tittered. Jimmy dug his spyglass
in her side.

Father Rose came down the altar steps and stood
before the congregation, arms folded, grinning, as if
welcoming guests over for dinner. There was a mutter
at this departure from practice. Father Carroll always
went to the pulpit for his sermon. Father Rose began
to speak.

‘Well. We've had some real gloom and doom today,’
he said. ‘Blasted temples, God being angry. But’ — he
put his two palms upwards and looked piercingly into
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the congregation’s heart — ‘has it ever occurred to you
that where there is no anger, there is also no love?’
The sentences fitted and sparkled like precious gems
in a necklace. His raiment glittered as he gestured.
His thick hair spangled with blonds and browns. He
spoke of choices and temptations. He spoke of new
beginnings. He described how he’d just given up the
fags. He’d jumped on the packet, he said, and ground
it into the earth to expel the nicotine curse from his
marrow. Maybe that was like the tables going over in
the gospel story. He spoke of angels and rebirth. Shell
leaned forward, her hands clasped tight. A miracle
happened. Jesus came out of the bar and got right
back up on the high cross. Mam danced in heaven,
waltzing with the spirits.

When Father Rose finished, everyone got to their
feet and sang, ‘Praise, My Soul, the King of Heaven’.
Between the notes was a hum of gossip. Nora Canterville
nudged Mrs Fallon, the doctor’s wife, with a grimace.
Mrs McGrath fanned her face with her hat, as if the
devil had passed by. Dad’s eyebrows pulled together,
dark as beetles.

‘Ransomed, healed, restored, forgiven . . " Shell sang
at the top of her voice. She hadn't the voice of her
mother but she could carry a tune. She caught Declan
Ronan imitating her, shutting and opening his mouth
like an anguished fish. ‘Praise the everlasting King'. She
scrunched her nose up at him and looked away. Even
when she remembered she’d to cook the mutton
dinner, with Trix and Jimmy plaguing the kitchen like
flies, and recalled the schoolwork that she wouldn't
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do, and the dark, heavy future of her life, nothing
mattered. Jesus Christ had come back to earth in the
shape of Father Rose. He was walking among them,
the congregation of the church, in the village of
Coolbar, County Cork.





