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Quote:

I have an idea that some men are born out of
their due place. Accident has cast them amid strangers in their
birthplace, and the leafy lanes they may have known from childhood
remain but a place of passage. They may spend their whole lives
aliens among their kindred and remain aloof among the only scenes
they have ever known. Perhaps it is this sense of strangeness that
sends men far and wide in the search for something permanent to
which they may attach themselves.

The Moon and Sixpence, W. Somerset Maugham,
1919

This book covers the period: 1968 to 1971


Chapter One

1968, September, 12 A.M.

I’m looking up from behind the fat bottom of
Squealer. He’s pink, hairy and obese, shamelessly wriggling his
obnoxious rear end in my face, as though he’s saying he’s proud of
being porky. He squeals in fright as a face peers into his. He
steps back, bowling me over. I let out a yelp! The face peering at
me is pink, with rough grey stubble draped around brown spotted
lips, which open to reveal a dark mouthful of broken,
greenish-yellow and occasionally black teeth. Grey whiskers curl
from flailing nostrils. The deepest eyes, shaded by black and white
peppered thick bushy brows, rise to allow round dark beady lenses
to penetrate the recesses of my eyes. My mouth opens and the words
jump out,

‘Jack Sullivan!’

‘Begorrah, ala!’ Jack’s neck stretches like a
turkey’s as his face comes even closer. ‘A pig that knows my name?’
His mouth hangs open. I can see red zigzagged maps in the whites of
his eyeballs.

‘I thought it was me own sow!’ He chuckles as
he ogles me, reveling in his peculiar sense of humour. ‘The wife!’
he says, by way of explanation. I’m sitting on my bottom with
Squealer in my lap.

‘Shush Jack,’ I’m pleading, as I try to heave
a thousand pounds of bacon off me.

‘Begorrah! You can’t fool old Jack. You’re
not a sow! You’re Niamh Murphy.’ He’s beckoning my father, who’s
close by. Suddenly he bursts into excitable shouting, mixing his
Shelta language with English. ‘Aga di’lsa, over here, Sean!’

Squealer rolls off me with a final shove,
ripping my skirt in the process. I leap up, vault over the pigsty
wall, and make a run for it. I know I’m a good runner. I’m a good
dancer and a good runner! I’m glancing back to see if they’re on me
heels? ‘Oh God, they are’ I’m falling over in the high grass. ‘Oh,
Mammy, Mammy,’ I’m shouting. My leg is aching, but I’m up as quick
as a flash, ignoring the pain. Oh; God, I’m stumbling all over the
place; my leg’s bunjaxed. ‘No’ I scream as the thunder of heavy
breathing encompasses me and I’m tackled to the ground. I close my
eyes. ‘Just let them kill me,’ I pray. I’d rather die than go back
to the tinceard's camp! Voices clamber for fame.

‘She’s down. Come on lads. Get her arms,
quick!’

‘I’ve got a leg.’

‘Me too!’ Two lads have taken hold of my left
leg.

‘Not this one; ye egit. I’ve got it. Get the
other one, Dan, be quick now.’ ‘This one?’

‘She’s only got two, ye Moron!’

‘Get her arms someone; the two of them!’ My
arms are squeezed. I’m kicking and wriggling with every ounce of
energy, but ’tis no good, they’ve got me cornered. The pain in my
leg is excruciating, but easier to bear than the burning
humiliation I’m suffering as they haul me away like a rabbit, legs
first. I can see Jack Sullivan and Dan O’Brien holding my legs,
romping along at the front. Seamus Creen and Dennis Buckley have me
by the arms. They’re like a pack of dogs when they gang up. Every
step is a jabbing, searing pain in my leg.

‘Gits’ I yell. ‘Let me go. Jesu Criosta. Oh
Mother of God!’ My skirt blows above my knees, but I can’t move my
arms to push it back down again. They’re probably hoping it blows
right up over my head! They’d love that! I’m glad I’ve got knickers
on me. Thank God for that! I can just see that ugly Jack with his
red eyes, stubbly chin and cheesy grin trying to have a good look.
‘Stop gawking at me’ I’m yelling at a couple of other fellas with
scarves over half their faces. I don’t know who they are. ‘Cowards!
Yellow livers!’ I sneer.

‘She’s a whore!’

‘Like her mother!’

I shout ‘Leave my dead mother out of
this.’

They keep making indecorous comments as they
run alongside me. I’m spitting in their faces and cursing and
swearing at them. Now I hear different noises, which flood my mind
with old memories. I can just see the campfires in the distance. I
can hear the shouts of people coming closer to inspect their prize,
that is me! I am the prize.

‘We’re here thank God! She’s like a ton of
spuds! Throw her over there lads!’

‘Don’t call me a sack of potatoes!’ I shout,
as I land, bottom first, in the dirt.

‘What can we call you then, whore?’ Aunty
Maura’s voice bellows out before I can see her face. I turn my
angry countenance away from her face. I pull my skirt down over my
knees.

‘You know my name!’

‘Stand up when I’m talking to you!’ she
orders. She pulls me by the arms.

‘Gerroff!’ I scream. My arms are all red and
nearly blue, and soon will be black. My right leg is throbbing and
looks bigger than my other one, the left leg, that is! I’m not even
trying to stand up, but just sit as cool as a cucumber in the damp
grass, staring straight ahead, resisting the tears pressing on the
back of my eyes. Aunty Maura lets go and stands above me,
frowning.

‘She’s become a real little trollop
altogether! Nid’es axiver!’ she roars as she hits me across the
head.

‘I never was one! Dil ‘lsa axiver glori the
truth Maura’ She scowls at me.

‘Don’t worry, I know the whole truth.’

‘Nobody asked me what happened’

‘You always were a bloody liar.’ I stare at
her.

‘I must have learned it from you’ She stares
back at me, dagger for dagger as her right hand rises to clobber
me. ‘You’ll be the death of me!’ She grits her teeth as her arm
stiffens in mid air. Her bright blue eyes in her white face are
cold and unfeeling. ‘Thank God I’m not your mother.’ She flips her
hand hurriedly to her forehead, chest and shoulders as her own
blessing falls on herself. Her eyes soar into their sockets skyward
for an instant, then back to focus on my face. I stare at her in
disgust. Her dark hair is uncombed and blowing across her face in
the wind. Her mouth is a thin rust coloured scowl with a few bits
of egg yolk around the edges. She is hugging her old brown and red
tartan rug close to her chest. She’s wearing a long grey skirt and
dark brown brogues on her feet. They look like two left shoes to me
from this angle. She has no stockings on. I can see her dark
varicose veins winding up her legs like the branches of a tree.

‘Thank God. Amen!’ I reply. ‘You’ve got egg
on your face,’ I add maliciously.

‘Shut your gob,’ she sputters in reply,
pushing my head with a fist filled with hatred.

‘Is this how you welcome your own flesh and
blood?’ I say, covering my head with my fists.

‘You belong here, under my care, God help us
all! You think you can come and go as you please, without leave or
reason? You’re very much mistaken, you little trollop!’

‘And what have ye all been doing all your
life? Going from place to place?’ Her wild eyes come close.

‘Don’t back answer me! You’ve disgraced your
father and me, running away like that! You're not Irish ar
burt’

‘I’m as Irish as you are. I’m not agetul of
you!’

‘You should be afraid, you faggot!’ Maura
screams. ‘Give us a bit of hand, Betty, Alice, Mary!’ Three wiry
women, who are standing in a huddle, leap into action, taking an
arm or a leg. Now I’m being dragged to an old van nearby. Somehow
they squeeze me through the narrow doorway, and hurl me onto the
floor. Heavy breathing is the only sound I hear for a moment.

Betty stands in the doorway.

‘That’ll sober her up!’ I’m curling my
fingers like claws.

‘Yerra, gerroff,’ I scream and shake my head,
so that my mop of wavy golden hair flies all around my face. I
snarl for added effect. Alice pushes Betty out the door, almost
knocking Maura over on top of me.

‘She’s a bloody witch, that’s what!’ Betty
and Alice run off, screaming,

‘I think she might be a Banshee! Oh God help
us!’Maura steadies herself and scurries out the door after the
other two.

‘She’s mad! She’s insane!’ ‘Lock her up
axonsk,’ Mary screams, leaping out the door on top of Maura. I make
a growling sound.

‘I’ll put a curse on you!’

‘Mary’s right. Lock her up tonight; quick!
For God’s sake lock her up. Hurry up!’ Someone screams
hysterically. The door bangs shut and a bolt is secured. I can hear
their voices mingling in high pitched animation.

‘At least I bring a bit of excitement into
your miserable lives,’ I shout after them. I lie down for a few
minutes,

‘How in God’s name have I come to this?’ I
wonder. My leg is aching so much I’m feeling faint. Alice and Mary
are back again, peering through the foot square, dirty window. I
prop myself up. ‘Stop gawking at me, you pair of witches!’ I yell.
Their eyes grow large for an instant, and then with a yelp they
disappear. That suits me fine! I lie back cautiously on the
splintered ridden floor and stare around me. The van has been
stripped bare. All the cupboards have been pulled out, leaving
broken walls behind. There’s a piece of snapped wood nailed to the
floor where a bench used to be. My right foot rests in a space
where the floorboard has been removed. I can see the dark green
grass below in parts where boards have disappeared, probably for
firewood, I muse. The wind is blowing through the holes, making
goosebumps rise on my skin. I tug at some of the broken boards, but
soon my hand is filled with splinters. I suddenly feel exhausted
and the pain in my leg seems worse, and a pain lands on my head
like a brick. I try to pluck the splinters out of my fingers, and
realize I’ve got my wedding ring on. I pull it off, pull up my
dress at the back and tuck the ring inside my elasticised knickers.
I can feel the cold ring safely inside my drawers. That gives me
some satisfaction. I’m closing my eyes and the tears are
accumulating around my eyelashes. I’m allowing them to find their
course down my cheeks and over the tip of my nose and into my hair.
I’m falling into a restless slumber, comforting darkness. I escape
my pains for a time. You see, everything changed in my life on the
day my stepsister Maeve, got married. I want to bring you back to
that time: so that you can understand why I’m lying here, locked in
a caravan by the witches in my tribe, the Murphys. I’m dreaming of
all the exciting things that happened in the past six months.

1968 September 12 3:00 PM.


6 months earlier:

Scriob, Ireland, 1968 March

The time is just before Maeve’s wedding day!
It’s a cold March morning when she comes running up to me as I am
walking over to McCarthy’s barn. Maeve is my stepsister. Her
mother, Aunty Maura, married my daddy after my mother died. Maura’s
husband had died a few years before that, from alcoholic poisoning,
they said in whispers!

‘Niamh, guess what?’ Maeve asks me with her
face all red and glowing, like she’s found some great treasure; I’m
wondering if she’ll share it with me.

‘What?’

‘Paid’s asked me to marry him. He gave me
this.’ She shows me a copper bangle on her arm. It’s engraved with
shamrocks. She smiles. ‘D’you like the shamrocks? That’s our secret
name for each other. Sham and Rock!’

‘Who’s Rock and who’s Sham then?’

Maeve goes all coy. ‘That’s for us to know
and you to find out!’ she says, giggling.

I giggle with her.

‘Soon, I’ll be Missus Flynn, Missus Paid
Flynn, to be exact. So they were wrong, weren’t they?’

‘Who was wrong, Maeve?’ I ask, mystified.

‘They always said you were the pretty one.
They said ‘She’ll be snapped up first, that one, with those curls
and those bright eyes,’ didn’t they?’

‘Who said that Maeve?’ I ask, wondering what
she’s getting at.

‘All the women and the men, that’s who! I
even heard the rent-man say it once, when we were small!’

‘Is that so Maeve? Well, I always thought you
were the most beautiful sister I could have.’

‘Yerra, go on! Well, the fact of the matter
is that I’m getting married first, and Paid thinks I’m the most
beautiful woman in the whole world!’

‘Sure that’s grand Maeve, as long as you’re
happy, that’s the main thing. If you’re happy, sure I’m happy
too!

‘I am very happy. The happiest woman in the
world! You’ll find out one day!’

‘What?’

‘About love!’

‘Sure I don’t want to get married for ages! I
can’t imagine being with one person for ever. It would be very
boring!’

‘You’re just too immature to understand,’
Maeve says, as she tosses her head, and then abruptly looks at me.
‘You will be my bridesmaid?’

It’s what we talked about, dreamed of. ‘I
will, of course I will!’

‘I’ll be the most beautiful bride you’ve ever
seen,’ she exclaims happily, waltzing around on the grass as though
Paid is with her.

I’m thinking of the two dresses I have, this
old green one with the ripped belt at the back and the fraying hem,
and another navy blue dress, which is getting too small for me.

‘But Maeve, what’ll I wear?’

‘Don’t worry, we’ll find something! Be happy
for me, that’s all I ask.’ She’s hugging me to pieces and
crying.

‘Oh, God! Don’t cry Maeve. What’s up?’

‘I’m just happy, so happy,’ she says, bawling
her eyes out. In the end I join in and we both bawl our eyes
out.

Paid and Maeve’s big day finally arrives!
It’s Thursday, the thirtieth day of May, nineteen hundred and sixty
eight. I remember that date because Maeve kept saying it over and
over, in case we all forgot. I’m standing on a bit of a hill, on
the west coast of Ireland, in County Galway, watching strangers
arriving on foot, by horse and cart and some driving black

‘It’s a grand sight, wouldn’t you say?’ It’s
him with the black teeth, Rhonan, Paid’s brother.

I have to agree. ‘’Tis!’ I reply. We’re both
admiring McCarthy’s Barn, an amazing structure that seems to have
wound its way out of the earth into a barren landscape. Our eyes
are tracing its form upwards. The steps go around and around right
up to the sky, as if it’s a giant ice cream cone standing upside
down. Right at the top there are turrets so it looks like a bit of
a castle gone wrong. Someone built it just to give the men work
around these parts in the early eighteen hundreds. That’s a long
time ago, before we were even thought of.

‘My daddy says his great great great
grandfather, Pat Murphy, build this barn,’ I say proudly. ‘God rest
his soul.’

‘I heard it was my family that built it, the
mighty Flynns!’ Rhonan argues. I remember my father’s words.

‘My daddy says it was his father’s father’s
father’s father, so there!’ He’s eyeing me inquisitively.

‘How do you know?’

‘He knows!’ My father knows everything, I’m
thinking. ‘My father knows more than your father.’

‘My father is bigger than your father.’ He
knows that’s true. His father, Billy Flynn, is a weenie scrawny low
sized man who reminds me of chicken with his long face and bony
fingers, which are always working with bits of wire and stuff. He
makes carrying baskets, which the women love. We’re staring
defiantly at each other.

‘Does it matter at all, at all?’ Rhonan asks
me, knowing I’ve got the upper hand now.

‘No, I suppose not,’ I reply.

‘It’s ours now.’

‘’Tis.’ I agree with him. I feel like a great
rich landowner looking at his private property.

‘Do you want to go up?’ he asks.

It would be something to do while we wait for
Maeve to get here; to get away from the milling onlookers. ‘Come on
then? Let’s have a look at America.’ I head up, holding my long
frock off the dusty steps and making my way to the top.

‘God, what a wonderful sight,’ Rhonan
mutters, from below me.

‘Tis,’ I reply. ‘I think I can just about see
America on a clear day.’ Rhonan looks straight up from below me.
He’s got a smirk on his face.

‘I think I saw Canada as well, one day!’

‘You did not,’ I reply

‘I did so!’

‘You did not!’ I reply, breathing deeply as I
reach the top. ‘I’d like to go axim a Skai grut!’ I use our Shelta
language almost without thinking. ‘They say the streets are made of
gold!’ I say, in awe. The grey blue waters of the Atlantic Ocean
stretch as far as the eye can see, leading straight to America.
Rhonan puffs for breath as he joins me at the apex.

‘Swurt a mun iath!’

‘Tis. It does feel like its heaven,’ I remark
to his comment. ‘Heaven and America must be the same?’

‘They both have streets of gold. I can see
them!’ He’s squinting into the distance. I squint into the
distance.

‘You cannot!’

‘Can so!’

We laugh together.

‘Ah, maybe we could swim there?’ I suggest,
immediately imagining myself flying through the water like a
mermaid.

‘I probably could, but you couldn’t!’

‘Why not?’ I reply, placing my hands on my
hips.

‘Because, you can’t swim.’

‘There’s nothing to it. You just flap your
arms around and that’s all!’ I retort. That’s what it always looks
like to me.

‘Not at all! You don’t know the meaning of
the word. I swim every summer in the river. It’s very technical. I
think you’d end up tur an skai, being a girl.’

‘I would not end up at the bottom of the
river, just because I’m a girl!’ I retort.

‘No, it’s because you’re not interested; if
you’re not interested, you can’t learn,’ he explains.

‘Are you calling me thick?’

‘If you like, but you’re not as thick as my
brother Noel. God, but he’s as thick as a double ditch,’ he adds,
shaking his head. Then he looks at me under his eyelids. ‘I could
teach you to swim I can just see you in the nip gorgeous!’

‘Awast!’ I say, pushing him with my two
hands. He hardly moves. His hand feels like a rock on my shoulder.
‘

You are, gorgeous. I’d love to’ I push him
away again.

‘I said get away’

‘I know what you said! I wonder what you
mean?’ He smiles gleefully at me.

‘Niamh, Rhonan, come on down. They’re coming.
They’re coming.’ It’s my stepmother, Aunty Maura, yelling
excitedly.

‘She’s seen us now?’ I say.

‘Ax! One day I’ll have my own horse and
caravan, sure we can travel anywhere together’

‘Indeed!’ I reply haughtily. ‘We’re coming,’
I yell downwards. A sudden gust of wind whirls over the turrets. I
shiver. Rhonan’s long arm drapes itself around my shoulder, landing
between my small breasts.

‘Axónšk, I’ll warm the cockles of your
heart!’

‘No you won’t! Not tonight; or any other
night!’ I reply. Whenever he comes to our place my aunty Maura
says, ‘Here comes Rhonan, with one arm longer than the other.’ I
think I know what she means now! I stick my tongue out at Rhonan as
I dive nimbly under his armpit. ‘I’m going down, before Aunty Maura
comes up’

‘I was just enjoying the beauty of the
place,’ he says, grasping my arm, stepping in front of me, blocking
my path. My face is getting hot.

‘I told you, I’m going down!’ I wrench my arm
away and manage to get past him. I yank up my dress and nearly fall
down the uneven steps to the bottom. The shoe on my left foot slips
off, but I hurry on down. I’m at the bottom now and Rhonan leaps
down the last five steps, holding my shiny black patent shoe in his
right hand.

‘I think it’s a bit too big for your dainty
foot!’ he says bending on his knee with the shoe in one hand. I
grab the shoe out of his hand and poke my foot into it.

‘I’ll grow into them.’ I clip clop off,
scrunching my toes to keep the shoes on. I’m wearing two pairs of
socks, one white and the other pink. I put the pink ones on first
and then the white ones, so that the white ones are seen. A bit of
the pink ones is peeping out the top at the ankle as they’re a bit
longer than the white ones, but I’m sure nobody will notice; it’s
not as if they’re black or brown or red or any dark colour like
that, so I’m safe. Rhonan’s suddenly behind me.

‘Would you look at that?’

I turn to face him, startled. ‘What?’

‘You’ve got pink socks on under the white
ones. Why so?’ Rhonan asks.

‘To keep the shoes on; egit!’

Rhonan smiles, showing his black teeth. ‘I’m
not an egit, except in love!’

‘Gerroff with you!’ I march off.

‘I hope there’re no holes in them?’ he calls
after me. I stop.

‘Holes?’

He catches up with me. ‘In your socks;
remember the story of the pigs?’ I can feel my face turning
pink.

‘No?’ I lie. I wince as I remember that
story. There are holes in the toes of my pink socks, and they keep
strangling my two big toes.

‘Your toes might fall off then!’ he says, as
though he’s reading my thoughts.

I’m remembering the story my da tells, of
someone who had a hole in their sock that was so big it strangled
all the toes; one day the unfortunate man woke up and all the toes
were on the ground and they had grown their own legs. That was how
the story of the piggies going to market got started. The poor man
had to walk on his hands after that, whilst all the toes trotted
off to the market without him.

Rhonan speaks just as the story comes into my
mind.

‘Do you remember what happened to that poor
man?’ My face gets hotter.

‘No!’ I trot off, leaving Rhonan behind.

‘Are you trying to catch a bus?’ The voice of
Nell, our local fortuneteller and midwife, stops me. She comes
right up to me, smelling like lavender; pinches my cheek. ‘Ooh.’ I
squirm away from her, and nearly collide with Nora, my seven year
old cousin, who had moved silently by me; she leaps away and
giggles.

‘Is Maeve getting married to Paid Flynn
then?’ Nora asks.

‘She is.’

‘Will he be her daddy then?’

‘No.’

‘Why not?’ She’s so thick, I’m thinking!

‘Because she’s still got her daddy. My
daddy.’

‘Oh!’ She glances at me for a moment and
grins happily, displaying teeth as yellow as her frock. She runs
off after a butterfly. She’s tripping over her long frock, which
has a few extra decorations stuck on the hem, bits of muck and
sticks and the odd fly! She’s got yellow feathers in her hair,
mixed with daisies, which seem to be quite dead. She reminds me of
a baby chicken after coming through a hedge, all fluffy and yellow
and ruffled.

I feel someone’s presence behind me.

‘Niamh?’ It’s Rhonan again, always turning up
like the bad penny. I’m wondering what he’s after.

‘What?’

‘You’re wearing a new frock,’ he says,
grinning. I stare at him.

‘Am I now? So; what about it, then?’ He chews
his fingernails, and then spits one out.

‘You look like a statue of the virgin
Mary.’

‘Well I’m not a statue, I’m real, and you’re,
a dirty boy for biting your nails like that!’ He smiles back.

‘I am! And you’re a real virgin.’

‘Go away!’ I run further down the slope, and
then stop. I was really enjoying my dress until now. I sit down on
the grass, so Rhonan won’t notice me, and think I’m a statue of the
Virgin Mary. A figure looms above me. I look up.

‘What are you doing sitting down in your
lovely dress; get up!’ My Aunty Maura pulls me up by the arms and
starts brushing my skirt down. ‘It’s all creased now, look at the
green blobs!’

‘It was only for a minute!’ She admonishes me
with a glare. ‘Just stop where you are. Maeve is just around the
corner.’

I can just see Maeve and Da jogging along the
bumpy road. They’ve got McCarthy’s billygoat pulling an open cart,
as me da’s piebald pony died a while ago. The women have decorated
the cart with red, white, sky blue and gold fabric. The deep red
and the sky blue fabric have been draped along the sides of the
cart, held in scooped fashion by copper bows. The front of the
cart is draped with bright white flowing fabric, held in place with
painted red flowers. The seat is draped with shiny gold satin and
strewn with flower petals. Da is steering Billygoat all the way to
the makeshift chapel at the back of McCarthy’s Barn, where a white
canopy, decorated with colourful flowers, has been draped over the
wide doorway. The foreboding figure of the priest, Father Seamus
O’Reilly can be seen standing stiffly in his vestments: starched
long white frock, white collar, and gold coloured scarf, as he
waits with his arms folded. There’s a wooden table next to him with
a big book on it. There are two candles, which the altar boy has
to keep lighting when the wind blows them out. There are special
communion goblets for the Bride and Groom on the table. The white
cloths cover the thin strings attached to them, secretly connected
to Father O’Reilly’s wrist.

‘Come on Maeve,’ someone shouts. The crowd
begins to chant,

‘Get me to the Church on a goat. I’m coming
in the royal float.’ The goat trots up towards the crowd, going
faster and faster for some reason. Then I see he’s heading for the
bunch of carrots that Rhonan has in his hands. That stops him from
eating the floral wreath hanging around his neck! The goat stops
abruptly and the cart nearly lands on top of him, with Maeve and me
da flying forward.

‘Steady now,’ my da shouts. He holds onto the
reins and to Maeve and they fall backwards in their wooden seats.
Daddy stands up and throws his legs over the side of the cart; then
climbs down. He lifts Maeve over the side with a whoosh. Her white
linen dress, embroidered on the hem, cuffs and neck with beautiful
colours, flies in the air, revealing a blue silk petticoat. The
men whistle and shout at this action. There are quite a few folk
milling around Maeve and Da as many of our relatives have come here
from the other side of Ireland, near Dublin, and others have come
up from Cork.

‘Go arak! Help your sister now.’ Maura pushes
me forward, forcing me to run down the slope. I nearly end up on
top of Maeve, who’s looking quite flustered after her bumpy
ride.

‘Yerra, what are you doing? Walk in front,
and don’t trip me up. Where in God’s name, is Nora? She’s supposed
to be here!’

‘Nora!’ I yell. Like a wild horse, Nora comes
galloping from somewhere; she’s clinging her long dress, bunch of
flowers, and a basket of daisy petals. Half the petals fly out as
she leaps down the slope. She lands on her bottom. Maeve yanks her
up.

‘Walk!’ she shouts at Nora and me. We rush
off towards the priest. Maeve then rushes after us at a brisk pace,
with me da struggling to keep up with her.

‘Whoa; not so fast!’ I can hear me da saying
as he puffs and pants barely holding on to Maeve.

We climb up the last bit of a hill. ‘Stand
over there,’ Maeve directs Nora and me. Me da stands next to Maeve,
breathing heavily.

‘Who gives this woman to be wedded now?’ the
priest says, peering over his black rimmed glasses. ‘Sean?’ Maeve
nudges me da.

‘Right; here she is then,’ me da says, as
Maeve steps forward and stands next to Paid, who’s smile seems to
be stuck in a long line on his face. He’s wearing a brown suit
that’s too big for him, a white shirt and bright red tie. His hair
is plastered to his head with hair cream.

‘Here!’ Maeve calls, throwing me her bunch of
lavender and mayflowers, which I immediately sniff and then sneeze
violently. The priest gives me a nasty stare and then blesses the
couple by making the sign of the cross with his hands. He’s
speaking so fast we wonder what he’s saying. Then, more slowly, he
says,

‘I now pronounce you husband and wife.’ He
stares at Paid with furled brows as he nods his head, mumbling
gruffly, ‘You may kiss the bride.’

Paid Flynn is grinning from ear to ear and
licking his lips. His front teeth are black and he’s reaching up,
intending to plant his mouth on my beautiful stepsister’s lovely
sweet rosebud lips and I can’t bear it. She’s taller than him, by a
good bit with those heels on. Someone gave her a lovely pair of
white high heeled shoes, which were a bit too tight, but like the
ugly sister in Cinderella, she squeezed into them. To my way of
thinking, she is Cinderella herself and Paid Flynn is an ugly
prince. Maeve glows like a primus stove in the night and puckers
her lips in expectation. I’m closing my eyes. Oh God, please don’t
let this happen to me! I am shaking like Nora’s chicken feathers.
It’s like someone is walking on me grave. I’m next. I know it!

‘The kiss of death,’ I whisper to Nora, who
giggles.

After that Father O’Reilly glares into the
crowd and all is quite. He turns and heads for the table, praying.
We kneel down now. I’m wondering if Aunty Maura will get mad at us
for getting grass stains on our nice dresses? After a few more
prayers he takes a golden goblet, with its string attached, and
puts a round host right in their gob.

‘What’s that?’ Nora asks, digging me in the
ribs. I whisper in reply,

‘It’s God!’ The priest holds the goblet and
gives them a drink each, wiping the goblet after each one. It makes
me feel thirsty.

‘What are they drinking?’ Nora whispers her
question.

‘God’s blood.’

‘Is he dead?’

‘Yes,’ I reply. ‘They murdered him!’

‘Murderers!’ she shouts, jumping up and
waving her flowers.

‘Murderers!’ I shout, waving my two bunches.
A searing pain rushes through my left ear.

‘Will you two stop it!’ I can barely hear her
words as I shake from the fright of Aunty Maura’s slap.

‘Yes, Mam.’

I look at Nora who is holding her right ear.
We don’t say another word for a full five minutes. Finally the
bride and groom sign the book and turn around to greet the crowd.
Immediately the place is in an uproar. Things are flying through
the air. As if by magic a glass and a cigarette materialise in
every man’s hand. ‘Slainte,’ rings out over the hills like a choir
of angels, or more likely, a choir of devils and the choruses of
‘Let’s have a bit of craic!’ resound through the surrounding
countryside.

Someone is banging a bongo. Another is
rattling tin spoons. A pipe screeches through the laughter. People
are jumping up and dancing. The lads have several fires going and
a pot of Irish stew brewing away in one place and the smell of
smoked bacon drifts from another. There are also a few chickens
running around, one with its head off! There is also the
tantalizing aroma of potato and leek soup wafting through the cold
air. Some of the men are testing the meat by putting their forks
into the boiling pot, taking out large pieces of cooked meat and
devouring them. The women have brought plates of sandwiches, which
are piled so high, they’re toppling over onto the rough wooden
tables that some of the men made. The children are lining up for
lemonade, which is being poured by several women from jugs into
glasses. The occasional sound of breaking glass is accompanied by
curses. A bronze keg of poteen glistens from behind a tree
surrounded by the men, who wait for its life giving water, uische
beatha!

I’m sitting on a rock watching as the tempo
rises and one by one the guests make egits of themselves. The drink
is flowing, followed by inevitable dancing and ultimately by the
frolicking It always happens like this. A leg of chicken, wrapped
in a piece of newspaper is warming my hands. A glass of porter sits
precariously on the grass beside me. I wonder if the leg belonged
to the chicken with no head. Nora waltzes past me just at that
moment. She’s still grinning brightly, now in the arms of our
cousin Liam, who’s only six, and can’t dance at all. He’s just
kicking the ground and occasionally Nora lets out a yelp, and then
she kicks him back. He lets out another yelp; they waltz on; I can
see Rhonan leaning on the shiny keg, his hand tightly grasping a
glass. He’s staring at me. He sways to his feet and moves forward,
and then falls flat on his face. Two lads drag him back to the keg.
All I can see now is the soles of his shoes, with two neat holes in
them.

I look away, into the distance. The hills
around here are so many shades of green and yellow, with low lying
grey stone walls all around them, marking boundaries. Some of the
hills look like a ton of rocks fell from above and landed here and
then the grass grew over them. The sun is still visible in the sky,
but I’ve got goose bumps all over my forearms and legs, and my
teeth are occasionally chattering away, having their own
conversation. Sure it’s always freezing here on the west coast of
Ireland. Da says it’s because there are not enough trees around
these parts. The few here are leaning over to one side, as if
trying to hide from the west winds that come howling from the
Atlantic Ocean. The wind blows past the trees and right onto the
camp; that’s where I live. It’s not much of a place, just a bit of
ground where we can put our vans. We sleep in the grass in summer,
which begins on the first of June. Around six families are living
here, and it’s a close-knit community, especially when it comes to
sharing the demon drink poteen!

As I turn around, I see Da looking at me
right now under his bushy eyebrows. A dribble of some alcoholic
brew is running down his chin, mingling with a few stuck-on lumps
of blood, his own, which eventuated when he cut himself with a
sharp razor. He doesn’t shave very much these days, because his
hands are shaky. He says,

‘It’s time you were wedded too!’

Oh God, no, not that! He is staring at my
growing breasts. My nipples are making two small bumps in my dress.
They’re sticking out because of the fierce cold wind. I hate this
dress now. I quickly hold the newspaper-wrapped leg of chicken in
front of my breasts, but it’s too late! He’s probably thinking of
Rhonan, God help me! ‘Yes Da!’ I answer politely, meaning no!

‘Yes indeed. There’s a good girl now!’ He
stares at his empty glass. ‘I need another drink. Slainte! The
first today,’ he says, holding his empty glass high and stumbling
away, towards the keg.

Da’s just shattered all my dreams of going to
school and learning things that the swanky people learn the people
who live in lovely houses with biscuits and milk; and gardens and
fences and gorgeous children. I want to travel and see what’s in
the big world out there. At nearly sixteen years of age my life may
as well be over! I know he’ll not stop now until he gets me wedded
to Rhonan! I wish my mammy was here, she’d be on my side, but she
died when I was about four. I don’t know what happened. When I ask
people they just stare into the distance and tell me to shush! I
sometimes think I remember her, but I’m not sure about that. All I
know is that her name was Niamh, the same as mine, which means
‘Queen of the Land’. I had a brother, Rory, but he died a while
before Mammy died. He was a tiny babby. Da ends up marrying my
aunty Maura, as I told ye. After they were married, Aunty Maura
told me that my job was begging. I felt very important, but I
didn’t like it very much once I found out what I had to do in my
new begging job. She would put dirt on my face and run her hands
through my hair, making my golden coloured curls all brown and
sticky. She would put a ripped dress on me, which wasn’t hard
really, as most of my dresses were torn in a few places. She would
give them another quick rip or two, and then send me to a house, to
say ‘Please Missus,’ to the woman who answered. I remember my first
job. It is as clear as day to me still: I just stood outside the
door and bawled my eyes out. The woman of the house brought me
inside and closed the door. That gave me a shiver of fear. I
stopped in the dark hallway, staring at dark maroon wallpaper with
gold squiggles. I eyed a stairs leading up to a dark looking
landing. The stairs had dark brown carpet down the middle, with
wooden bits each side. I stood there, shivering with the wonder of
what was about to happen to me. That fearful thought only lasted a
minute.

‘It’s too cold out there. Come on in here to
the kitchen; the
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