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The weak walls

Of the world fall

And heaven, in floods, comes pouring in

Thomas Merton, ‘After the Night Office, Gethsemani Abbey’




PART ONE

Laborare Est Orare




I

His father answered for him when they first asked the question. Words flat and weighted like pebbles dropped to the bottom of a pond. No, no, he’s not into that sort of thing. Mack didn’t correct the statement. Just wiped at his nose, sipped at his drink. Sat with his face lowered as the men stared in his direction.

That’s fair enough, Curly said, waving away the idea. Bald Curly from down the sinter plant, sorry now he’d ever asked. Just thought it might’ve been up his street.

Mack looked towards his father, Jackie. Made a stupid joke the men didn’t catch. It was noisy in the club. Fellers laughing, fellers shouting, fellers coughing into fists. The bone-pile clink of glasses stacked, the rumble of pool balls released from the machine. Mack considered saying the joke again but didn’t like to repeat himself. There were only so many times a man could speak without being heard.

Jackie had seemed surprised when he’d asked to meet him after work. Pleased but quiet with it. Composed in his delight. Mack had never been much of a drinker but felt compelled to do something with his father. He was home now, likely for good. It was time to set things straight.

His father’s group always sat at the same table. Jackie and Curly and Peggy and Bryn. They’d pinched an extra chair and stuck Mack on the end. Cautious with him, like he was a victim before them, a failed suicide returned. A mood Mack wished to dispel but couldn’t quite shift. He was thirty now, but did not feel it. As though on stepping into the club, the line of time had bent back upon itself. The present him no different despite everything. The same quiet kid sitting with his dad.

A hollow thud sounded from the dartboard. A cheer rose from the back wall. The club bustled with a Sunday crowd. Fellers in tattered blazers and hard-bottomed shoes. Custom pool cues and tucked-in polo tops. The hardcore all-dayers and sleepy-eyed regulars, old boys shuﬄing in shoes fastened with Velcro, their cheeks red and noses too, suits worn shiny at the knees.

The men supped their drinks in awkward silence. Eventually, someone spoke.

We’re all doing it, though? Why not him?

The question was addressed to Jackie this time. Mack’s father merely shrugged.

He don’t have to if he don’t want to.

I don’t want to either, but it’s important, innit? A sort of duty, like.

Bryn Davies. Bryn the Welder. Ears like dishrags, skin hard and dark as unburnished brass. Started in the steelworks with Jackie in the seventies and took voluntary redundancy with him four decades later. A year last February. The older men had felt obliged. If they hadn’t gone, it would have been someone else. A lad with a young family. They had a fuss made of them in any case. The foreman played the Last Post on a trumpet at the end of their final shift.

Mack reached for his drink to busy himself. Gulped and made to put the glass down but instead took another swallow. A rushed action. Something to do with his hands. The fizz brought water to his eyes and he blinked against it. He only drank soda and lime these days. Soda and lime or Pepsi Max. No lemon, no ice. That way they really filled up the glass.

He’ll only have to take off his shoes and socks, Bryn offered, as though to change his mind. There’s nothing to be embarrassed about.

They were calling the Passion an immersive performance. Thursday to Sunday. The Easter story front to back. A spectacle that would unfold in real time across four days, the town itself the stage. Professional actors would play Christ and Pontius Pilate, Joe Public everything else. Hundreds of roles big and small had been divvied up among the community. The production was organised by a theatre group from out Cardiff way, but they wanted local people at its heart. A chance for the town to come together, they said. An opportunity the steelworkers had snatched with both hands.

Industrial action had been brewing for years. The Steel Company had neglected the plant, a managed decline in a changing world. Negotiations had gotten the unions nowhere, and they’d long lost hope in the government or the ballot box. How better to make a statement than walk out when all eyes were on the town? The stage set, the spotlights on? The performance was already getting attention in the regional news. There were rumours of big names attached. Pending a final vote, a strike would be called in line with the play. The workers would down tools on the evening of Maundy Thursday and not return until after Sunday’s resurrection. A period during which even the blast furnaces would be suspended. An unprecedented pause for every hour their Saviour was dead. It would cost the company millions.

The whole town was excited. It was all anyone talked about.

The theatre company had embraced this new dimension. Cast twelve steelmen past and present as the apostles, arranged to host the Last Supper right there in the club. The men would wear their work uniforms as costumes. Had already been in rehearsals for weeks. Foot-washing. Bread-breaking. Christ the Body and the Blood. Only now Dai Francis had dropped out and they wanted Mack to fill the space. A role for which he didn’t feel qualified. He’d only worked a handful of shifts since coming home and wasn’t exactly a steelworker at that. But Bryn didn’t seem bothered by such details. Mack worked in the plant now. The logo on his jumper was proof.

There’s only a handful of scenes you’d need to be there for, Bryn said, brandishing the programme across the table. Last Supper in here next Thursday evening. The Saviour’s arrest in the gardens down the beach—

Mack’s father exhaled through his nose. Like I said, if he don’t want to—

Can’t he speak for himself or what?

A ripple passed through the men. A few glances towards Jackie. The convenient sup of a drink. Bryn’s gaze settled on Mack, eyes bobbing like bubbles in a spirit level over the froth of his pint.

Mack took the schedule. He’d never been in a play before, barefoot or otherwise. Had no intention of starting now.

But I haven’t rehearsed? he pointed out as he flicked through the pages. I wouldn’t know what to do.

Don’t worry about that, mun, it’s easy. You just keep an eye on us. Follow our lead.

Mack studied the order of events. After the betrayal and arrest, the Saviour would be tried Friday noon in the town square, then paraded through the streets and eventually crucified before the entrance of the works at sundown. Saturday was listed as an intermission of sorts, a day of rest and contemplation, while details for the final day were scant. The programme just asked that people gather first thing Easter morning in the centre of town. They should wear their Sunday best, it suggested. Prepare themselves for a celebration.

If I wanted to play dress-up, he said, repeating his earlier joke, I’d have stayed up there in the seminary.

The men heard him this time. Mack tried not to look too pleased when they laughed. A sudden release. Withheld permission granted. All of them laughing but Jackie, though Mack could do little about that.

He made to drink but found it empty. Saw a chance to capitalise.

You know what? he said above the commotion. I think it’s my round.

I’ll give you a hand, boy, his father said gruﬄy, already on his feet.

They said little as they waited. Mack stood at the bar, Jackie at his shoulder. Terry Thomas the barman busied himself with a rag. When Terry finally came over, Mack realised he didn’t know what the men were drinking. Found himself turning again to his father.

The usual, Jackie said, stepping forward. Terry got to it without a word.

Mack retrieved his wallet and started counting. Terry lined up the pints, paused a moment, then looked to Jackie again.

And the boy? he asked. Another pop?

I think I’m all right, Mack said. There’s only so much soda water you can drink. Jackie studied his son a moment before turning back to the bar to repeat it. Terry said nothing. Made no difference to him.

Tell you what, Jackie said, he’ll have a bag of nuts.

Terry moved down the bar a way then came back, put two flavours on the counter.

Do he want salted or dry roasted?

Jackie turned back to Mack.

His father had laughed when he first told him about the seminary. Mack had had to say it again. The three of them at the kitchen table, food half eaten, forks in hand. The television talking through the wall. Mack seventeen and tight-voiced, looking to his mother as though she might explain it better. Like she could see inside of him, had known this would be the way of things all along.

Dad, he had said, I’m going to become a priest.

He remembered the quiet, remembered his father’s chewing. The nose breath, mouth sounds. Remembered the bead of sweat tracing the line of his ribs, the static catch of his mother’s tights as her legs squirmed beneath the tabletop. Remembered his mother starting to speak, his father not waiting to hear it. Jesus Christ was all Jackie said, seizing his plate as he stood. Mack remembered watching as his father moved heavy-footed across the room. Remembered the silence. The opening of a cupboard. The rustle of the bag in the bin. The glint of fork against china, and what remained of his tea falling with the dull thud of a dead weight.

Listen, Mack said, stepping to the bar again. Changed my mind. Think I will have a pint after all.

Terry took the nuts back to their boxes without a word and reached for a glass from the rack. He wiped the rim with his rag, then looked up, face expressionless, and said: Stella, issit, like your dad?

The men were all looking at him when he got back to the table. Eyes on his face, waiting for the reaction. All but Bryn, who was sat with his palms pressed together, eyes closed, a folded napkin threaded through the collar of his shirt. A joke they’d planned together.

Mack put the pints down, slid one to Curly and one to Peg, but on reaching to give the last to Bryn he pretended to fumble it, sending the glass and its contents over the lip of the table and onto Bryn’s faux-leather shoes.

He raised his palms in hasty apology. Bryn leapt from his chair. Fuck, he yelped, the rest of the men in stitches. They fetched a towel and a fresh pint free of charge. Terry Thomas on his hands and knees, casual around broken glass. Mack knelt too, held the pan so Terry could sweep. Bryn pulled off his sodden shoes and socks and rolled his trousers to the calf.

You’ll regret this, boy, he said, arms folded, eyes hooded in warning. I’d sleep with one eye open if I was you . . .

Got feet like tree stumps, ain’t he? Curly said to the others. Like Nelly the fucking Elephant.

Do us a favour, Bryn, chuck a towel over ’em or something, will you? Putting me off my crisps.

Whoever’s playing Jesus has gotta touch ’em next week. He’ll be out in a hazmat suit.

Peggy tapped a fag from a pack and balanced it between his lips. Told you who’s playing Jesus, didn’t I? S’all secret like . . .

The men rolled their eyes. Peggy was prone to tall tales. Lied not so much to convince anyone of the truth as to maintain something he’d started. For the perseverance of the lie itself. Irritated plenty but his mates had grown fond of him. Listened for the entertainment value if nothing else. Like how Peggy claimed to have gone on Gladiators, sometime in his golden youth. Tore up the competition, he reckoned. Pissed all over Shadow and Wolf and Jet. Set a new record on the Eliminator, a time previously thought impossible. But the episode was scheduled for the Saturday after Diana died. They never aired it out of respect.

His name was Colin really, but they called him Peggy for reasons lost to time. Peg had a nasal drawl with a bit of Swansea blood in it. Bit of Townhill.

Hasn’t Jesus appeared in rehearsals? Mack asked.

Beneath him, that is, Bryn said. Been practising with a stand-in.

A tennis ball on a stick.

He’s busy, I heard.

That’s ’cos he’s famous, Peggy teased. Real special like . . .

Fucking hell, Peg, we’re not playing charades. Spit it out, mun.

Peggy took the cigarette from his lips and put it behind his ear. Leaned over the table, voice set low.

I’ll give you a clue, he said. Think A-list. Think Hollywood.

Fuck off, Curly laughed.

Peggy raised his eyebrows. It’s what I’ve heard, swear down.

There was only one candidate. The current pride of the town. The latest in an exclusive group of locals who had ascended to the silver screen. The actor had come into school once. A special guest for the play they were putting on, not that Mack had been in it. He’d volunteered as a stagehand to avoid having to get up before the audience.

This changing your mind, boy? Curly grinned. Some star appeal?

Oh yeah, Mack said, deadpan.

Oi, don’t knock him. The awards and stuff he’s won.

Peggy also reckons Elizabeth Taylor’s playing Mary, though, so take it with a pinch of salt.

Fuck off, Peggy said. You’ll see.

So who is playing who exactly? Mack asked. Which apostle are you, Dad?

Jackie seemed confused. We haven’t really gone into specifics, he said. We’re just the apostles.

Peter I am, Curly announced. He’s the sidekick, ain’t he? The second in command?

Jackie scratched his head. Simon Peter?

I don’t know none of ’em from Adam, Bryn said.

Adam was the feller with the snake.

Think there’s a couple of Jameses. A couple of Johns.

There’s only one John, Mack said.

John the Baptist.

John the Baptist wasn’t—

There’s an Andrew and a Bart.

Fuck off there’s a Bart, Bryn laughed.

Serious, Curly said. Bartholomew. Looked ’em all up.

A Bart in the Bible? Bryn shook his head, eyes landing on Mack. Not pulling my leg, are they, boy?

No, Mack said brightly. There was an apostle named Bartholomew. The son of the furrows. They skinned him alive with a knife.

Couldn’t get a knife through them soles, Curly laughed, gesturing towards Bryn’s feet again. Have to bring a chisel.

What about you? Bryn pressed, ignoring the comment to eyeball Mack once more. Which apostle do you want to be?

Mack moved his pint and leaned forward too. The tabletop was tacky, so he tried not to put his elbows down.

I told you, he said. I’m not doing it.

Aw, come on, I thought you’d come round!

Goes against my beliefs, Mack said, sarcastic again. Having your feet washed by a false prophet? That’s blasphemy.

They’d done the foot-washing every year at mass. One of his first memories of church. The Thursday before Easter, stools lined up on the altar. The smell of polished wood and prayer books, incense and Old Spice. Twelve of the congregation invited forward. Elderly men bending to remove their socks. Brylcreemed hair and signet rings and the rolled-up legs of rayon slacks. The monsignor so old he needed help to kneel, help to rise again, visiting each of the twelve men in turn. He remembered the gentle splash of water. An intimate, private sound.

You’re allowed to be blasphemous now, mun, Curly laughed. That’s the benefit of packing it in.

And there’s nothing false about him, Peggy said. He’s Hollywood.

Mack shook his head, resolute, though before the men could protest, they were interrupted by the withdrawn disciple himself. Dai Francis, a feller with only half an ear on one side. He’d lost it playing rugby as a youngster and become something of a local legend. A bloke bit him in the scrum, he reckoned. Swallowed the ear right there in the mud. No one believed the part about the swallowing, but they’d never found the ear. Made do with one and a half for the rest of his life. They took to calling him Dai Eighteen Months.

Sorry, Dai, only apostles at this table, Curly said.

Not too busy for a pint, though, is he?

Dai ignored the comments. Fucking heads up, boys, he said, thumbing over his shoulder. There’s a telly crew coming in. Apparently wanna speak with us.

The men turned towards the doors as the team entered. A camerawoman, a sound person, a couple of fellers with lights. People seemingly fascinated by the scene into which they had wandered. Enthralled by the shutters over the bar, the polished wood floor. The plaster ceiling tiles white no longer, jaundiced by years of smoke or rising ghosts. The wall by the entrance held posters demanding justice for the workers, a fair future for steel. In the corner, above the door, hung a small scrap of tinsel. A glitter in the uneven light. Some vestigial Christmas thing.

There was a reporter too. A woman around Mack’s age, tall and bony, pretty in a severe kind of way. Dark mascara, hair blonder at the ends than the roots. She wasted no time in venturing into the room. Knelt beside patrons to speak to them on their level. This woman dressed like a foreign correspondent trapped in her hotel. Scarf around her neck, hair tied back with elastic. Jeans, boots, fleece.

The men watched openly as she moved to and fro. Hoped she’d come closer, choose to talk to them.

No tits to speak of, Dai murmured as he squeezed himself into a seat next to Mack, but not half bad.

Oi, love, Curly called out, chancing his arm as she passed. D’you know if there’s a Bart in the Bible?

The woman turned, bright smile on her face.

Do I know if there’s a what, sorry? she asked, her accent English or posh enough to pass.

A Bart in the Bible, Curly repeated. In the Gospels like?

You don’t know she’s even Christian, Bryn pointed out, sizing up the woman before them. Could be one of those whatchamacallits.

Buddhists?

I was thinking them kooky ones. The kind who worship trees and stones.

Actually, I’m a humanist, the woman said, voice demure in playful conspiracy. I believe in rational things. Science, individual will.

Curly raised his eyebrows. Didn’t miss a beat.

Issit your individual will to have a drink by here or what?

He slid to one half of his seat in invitation. Looked up at the woman and grinned. She narrowed her eyes. Retrieved the pencil from behind her ear and placed it between her teeth.

Mack enjoyed watching the woman. The way she blushed through the men’s attention. Refused to be daunted no matter how outnumbered or overwhelmed. He felt better now he had a pint in him. Warmer, loose. Sitting there with the works logo on his chest. Just another one of the boys.

I don’t drink on duty, the woman said, holding up a bottle of water. But I’d like a chat if that’s all right?

She was interested in the strike and the performance. How the two had become entwined. It was big news. The broadsheets were coming. The arts and culture mags. Crews from Channel 4 and the BBC, though this particular team were more independent. Cool online journalism, as the woman put it. Dispatches with a gonzo edge. Her team planned a big editorial but would film stuff too. A pivot to video. It was the twenty-first century.

The men made further comments. The woman gave as good as she got. She kept looking at Mack and smiling, so he sipped his drink and smiled back.

His earlier reticence was a smudge in the rear-view mirror now. The drink went down easier with every gulp. When he’d left the seminary, he felt he’d been cast out into nothing. A small branch cut from the only tree he knew. But there among the men, he came to see he’d been mistaken. The scales on his eyes had shaken loose. He was a part of something. A larger tree, stretched out in every direction. The men around the table, Terry the barman too. Even the faces in the pictures on the walls, champion teams posed stiff in their jerseys, hollow-eyed in browned monochrome. The more Mack drank, the more embedded he felt. As though he grew bigger with every sip.

The journalist’s eyes fell upon Bryn’s bare feet beneath the table. She glanced at Bryn, then back at his toes.

Bunions, Curly said. Fucking horrible, innit?

Don’t listen to him. Bryn shook his head in apology. Some knobhead spilled beer on my shoes.

The woman seemed keen for a diversion. Turned to the programme.

Have you all signed up?

Most of us, aye.

Bryn glared at Mack.

You’re not taking part?

The woman lowered the sheet.

Dai’s not taking part either, Mack pointed out.

Wish I could, Dai said, but I’ve got important stuff on next weekend.

Important like what?

Like important family stuff. Like none of your fucking business.

Well I might have shifts, Mack said. That’s important too.

His words came out different now. Consonants sanded down like glass in the tide. The journalist, at least, seemed happy with the excuse.

I guess someone has to keep an eye on the place. I’ll make sure to mention you in the—

Hang on? Dai asked, leaning forward with a pained expression. What do you mean, shifts? The whole place is shutting down. We’re going on fucking strike.

The woman studied them.

Mack worked evenings in security. Something Jackie had sorted out. Security guards had once been employed by the Steel Company, but now a private contractor handled the service. He’d only been in work a week, was yet to join a union. Wasn’t entirely sure where he stood.

We’ve asked our bosses, he said. We’re waiting for them to get back to us.

The men eyed him suspiciously. He was determined not to look towards his father.

We explained the situation, he insisted. I’m sure they’ll understand.

But Bryn wasn’t listening.

Our Mack’s different, see, he explained to the journalist. Thinks he’s above shit like this.

She considered Mack like a puzzle she wasn’t sure how to start.

But everyone else is doing it?

He started to explain, but Bryn spoke over him.

Forget it, he said. We’ve tried. Bryn squared himself in his chair, seizing the woman’s attention. I’ll answer any questions you’ve got.

He extended a meaty hand across the table and the woman took it. She wore pink nail varnish but no ring.

Bryn Davies. Retired steelworker, proud apostle.

He spoke with extra lilt, enunciated every word.

I would’ve taken on a bigger role if I could have. I thought it was a Catholic thing.

It is a Catholic thing, Jackie countered. The Passion’s the Easter story. Jesus on the cross?

And we’re the fucking disciples! Curly laughed. What bigger role did you have in mind?

There was a sense of performance in the way the men spoke to one another, as though their potential audience was already sat before them. Mack wished they would be quiet. He wanted the woman to talk to him.

Don’t see what Catholic has to do with anything, Bryn said. Don’t care if it’s about Easter or Hanukkah or fucking Ramadan so long as it brings people together. That’s what this is about, see? Community.

The journalist turned the page of her notebook. Introduced herself by name. Said she was interested in this idea of community. Mack nodded to show he was paying attention but had forgotten her name already. He enjoyed listening to the woman speak.

Will there be singing? she asked suddenly.

Singing?

You know, male choir?

In the Passion?

No singing, Bryn said. Not that we’ve been told.

Oh. The woman was put out. I figured there might be singing. I thought you were into that kind of thing.

A man in a green sports coat emerged from the bathrooms across the hall. Must’ve been nearing ninety. Stick in hand, comb-over dyed jet black, skin like poured cement. He made for the row of fruit machines blinking patterns along the nearest wall. Went to his pocket for change but the game malfunctioned. Its light show gone haywire. A nasal thrum emanated from the workings inside.

The drone filled the silence. The men took a communal sip of drink. They doubted there’d be singing but they didn’t know for sure. The director of the production had stressed how she liked to empower her performers. Claimed the true beauty of theatre existed within unforeseen energies on the night.

And what about the star lead? the journalist asked. What’s he like?

What’s who like? Bryn asked, narrowing his eyes. It’s a secret, innit?

The woman hesitated. Yes, she said, I just assumed—

You know who it is?

Me?

She was flipping through her notes now, pink in her cheeks again.

She does.

I don’t. Not for certain. I’ve only heard . . .

Heard?

I’ve heard rumours.

She leaned close, hand to her mouth to whisper.

I know it’s someone famous.

Uproar at the table. Peggy beamed like he’d won a prize. Mack put his drink down and picked it up again. Looked at his father and found him flushed in the face. To his left, the man in the sports coat thumped the broken bandit, trying to get his money back. The machine whined high and needling. A nest of winged beings. The noise seemed to get under Dai’s skin, jumpy next to Mack now, knees jouncing against the table’s underside. Mack edged sidewards to put a little distance between them. He could smell old smoke coming off Dai’s clothes as he moved.

That fucking bandit’s doing my head in, Dai muttered. Gonna put my foot through it if it carries on.

Bryn! the journalist said brightly, slapping both palms on the table. Can I call you Bryn? Let’s get back to what you were saying earlier. The stuff about community.

Mack could smell her perfume. A floral warmth across the table. The slightest hint of spice. When she said community, it sounded italicised.

Bryn drained his glass and put it down decisively, foam lining the sides like a caul.

Community, aye. What you wanna know?

Why not start with the situation with the steelworks?

She spoke with a voice as clean and crisp as a new twenty-pound note. Every so often pulled the elastic from her ponytail and shook her hair loose over her shoulders. Gathered her hair in her hands and put the elastic back in.

Well, it’s a long story, Bryn said, but basically the Steel Company don’t want to stump up the cash any longer, so they’re ripping the heart out of the plant under the guise of going green. They say they’re going to switch from proper furnaces and virgin steel to electric arcs, which would essentially make us a recycling depot. Only a fraction of the workforce would survive. Tensions have been simmering for donkey’s years but things are boiling over. They’re being disingenuous, see? Offering lump sums for voluntary redundancy but only if you’re good and docile. No protests, no bargaining, no organised action. You’ll jump before you’re pushed, they’re telling us. And you’ll jump fucking quietly.

And how does the production figure in this? the woman pressed. Countering the prevailing image of the town? Because it has a reputation, right? A picture projected by people who don’t know it as well as you?

The men quieted, suddenly cautious.

We did surveys, she said, licking her thumb to flip back through her notes. Asked people from around the country for their impressions of the place. A failing town. A dirty town. A town existing under a cloud.

I see you’ve read the brochures.

Mack sipped his pint to hide his smile. The woman examined him across the table. Her earrings twinkling, swinging pearls.

When he glanced up, she caught him looking. She smiled before he could avert his gaze.

The play’s an opportunity, Bryn said. In more ways than one. Our protest will have more impact when people like you are here to report on it, but it’s also a chance to show the outside world who we really are. There’s more to the town than meets the eye, see? And we’ve always punched above our weight in acting.

The journalist wrote with a quick hand. Kept glancing at Mack as if to confirm it all true. The warmth in his limbs was taking on a new dimension. The smug rush felt by locals in the presence of tourists, able to amaze with the simplest of things.

Performance is a big part of this community, Curly said. Acting and that is in our blood.

Even the Passion play’s a tradition, Jackie added. Happened every year when I was a nipper. Open air in Margam Park. Families with picnics, kids running around. That was the idea behind this play originally. Resurrecting the good old days. I keep thinking what my old man would say if he was here to see it now.

Someone at a nearby table hitched a chair across the floor. Mack felt the vibration through the soles of his shoes.

He’d be chuffed, mun, Bryn said, clamping Jackie on the back. We’re gonna do him proud.

Mack watched his father nod slowly, face shadowed in its downward tilt.

Grampa O’Brien had died back in the summer. A month to the day after Gran. A shock for everyone, but maybe for the best. Gran always said she’d come back to haunt him if he didn’t look after the garden when she’d gone. Mack came home for the funerals. Two Mondays, four weeks apart. Jackie delivered one eulogy, then the other. Endured the wakes then carried on like nothing had happened. Even their house remained untouched.

Roman soldier one year he was, Jackie said. Quiet now, talking towards the tabletop. Helmet, sword, sandals. One of them skirts they had. I remember how big he seemed in the hall. Looked like Richard Burton in an old Bible epic. People were tooting their horns as we made our way to the park. Felt like the whole town was there. Kids today haven’t had anything like that.

The woman smiled at Jackie the way a doctor might. A nursery teacher on her knees in the yard. The fruit machine blinked in the corner. Mack could see the coloured light on her teeth.

Well now you can all be a part of it, she said. Your kids, your grandchildren . . . Do you have grandchildren?

The men eyed Mack, saying nothing.

Bit of a complicated one, old Mack, Bryn chuckled. I would say he was enjoying his freedom, but—

No grandchildren, Jackie clarified, like a man before a judge. Not yet.

The journalist looked towards Mack again. Eyes narrowed, almost playful, a faint smile on her lips. The noise of the room had softened. The edges rounded. Like insulation wrapped around metal pipes. Mack drained what remained of his drink with a flourish and set the glass down. Shrugged at the woman as if to say, what can you do?

Anyway, he said, getting to his feet. It’s my round.

Still got half of mine left, Curly laughed, raising his glass to eye level.

And you’ve only just been up. Peggy hasn’t got out of his seat all evening.

Dai hasn’t got out of his seat all year.

Mack’s making up for lost time, ain’t he? Bryn said.

Lost time where? the journalist wanted to know.

Mack didn’t reply, unsure whether he was savouring the mystery of the lingering question or worrying what she’d think of the answer.

I’m not keeping score, he said. Think of it as my treat.

He’s been at the seminary, Bryn interrupted. Wanted to be a priest.

The journalist chewed her pen as she measured Mack, face a cartoon of scepticism.

You’re teasing me.

We’re not, mun. On my mother’s life.

He’s not a priest.

He is!

A Catholic priest?

The men were laughing now. Mack’s ears burned.

Well, I’m not actually a—

Prove it, she demanded.

A fresh wave of laughter. How’s he meant to do that?

I don’t know. Do something. Perform a miracle.

She looked at him. Mack wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.

Tell you what, he said, gesturing towards the bottle beside her. I’ll turn that water into wine, how about that?

Mack’s ears were ringing when he got to the bar. He felt so good it seemed he was floating three inches from the ground. The way the men had laughed when he delivered his punchline. The journalist’s expression as she held her water out. He couldn’t recall the last time he’d made a person laugh before this evening, let alone a crowd of them. Wanted nothing more than to feel the giddy rush again.

The rector had questioned his motivations for joining the seminary. Suggested he was moved by a desire to be good, rather than any authentic call. The criticism had stung and confused him in equal measure, but he was coming to see the funny side. Him, a priest? A teenage decision. A kid in a man’s clothes. For the first time he saw it through his father’s eyes. But rather than embarrassment, he felt the bright glow of epiphany. He wasn’t a priest. He didn’t need to save the world. He was home, among friends, and free to imagine the future he’d thought could never be his.

Two men stood ahead, pints already in hand. Mack nodded along with their conversation, affection blooming inside him. The town suddenly full of buddies. He didn’t know what wine the woman wanted but didn’t go back and ask. He felt he’d never make another mistake in his life.

The shorter of the men told the other: What’s the worst that could happen? A put-on accent, American. He said it again and laughed.

There’s a journalist over there, Mack interrupted, half whispering, a secret to keep under wraps. She wants to hear our story.

The men turned to face him, rustling with the nylon of their coats.

We’ve been served, mind, the taller one said, stepping aside. A beanpole feller with the kind of glasses found in the glovebox of a serial killer’s transit van.

Right you are, Mack said, frisking for his wallet. He was using phrases he’d never uttered in his life. Felt as big as he’d ever done. Himself and a half.

Terry Thomas eyed him from behind the pumps. The bar just a hatch in the wall.

I’ll be with you in a sec, Ter, Mack said, still patting for his wallet. A new wave of satisfaction came over him. He kept remembering everything he’d figured out.

It called for a celebration, he decided. Brandies, whiskies, something to toast with the old man. He’d be sure to get the seat next to Jackie so they could share the moment. A little reconciliation, just the two of them.

As he ordered, he spotted a pile of napkins on the bar top. Added to the plan in his head. He tore a napkin in half and folded it lengthways. Rested it on the counter and folded it again. He hitched his jumper down to thread the napkin through his collar, just like Bryn had done.

He could see himself marching towards them. Father Cormac O’Brien, returned with the good news.

Is this straight? he asked, turning back to the bar.

Terry stared unimpressed.

I’ll use the mirror in the bogs, Mack laughed, already setting off. Get us a round of whiskies and a glass of your best red.

But as he exited the bar and turned into the corridor, he almost walked headlong into someone coming the other way.

The surprise of it made him flinch. Avert his head and close his eyes.

I’m sorry, he said, laughter quick to fill the gap panic had vacated. Are you all right?

The woman made to speak but stopped abruptly. Offered nothing but a surprised syllable. It was only then he really looked at her. Gears turned sluggish in his head but she was more nimble in her recovery.

Hello, stranger.

She observed him with her eyebrows raised, arms folded across her chest. Her hair dark and knotted in a practical bun though strands escaped around her face. A jacket folded over her arm, a knit jumper with a neck high on her throat. Freckles on her nose, blood in her cheeks, a small pendant on a fine gold chain. She smelled clean, cold, the outside brought in. The chain was barely thicker than a spider’s web.

Ever since she was a girl, a crease had marked Siwan’s forehead when she concentrated. She was concentrating on him.

Mack looked over his shoulder, as though to check whether anyone else saw her too.

What are you doing here?

What am I doing here?

She looked into his face. He stood there numbly, rubbed the back of his neck.

I’ve just come for a shandy, she said. That
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