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Sex education on Bishop Street
Berni Dwan

The girls on the ganger are garrulous;
munificent multitaskers, lifting rows of
biscuits while sharing bawdy banter.
Others inspect new-baked produce,
rejecting imperfections. The garrulous
girls swap tales of gynaecology & obstetrics;
I listen, horrified. Accounts from the
maternity ward fused with sickly scents of
warm confectionary, dull the appetite; I am shaken &
stirred. Domestic potboilers, confessional
yarns, starry-eyed mythologies, all mischievously
dealt for scrutiny. I am schooled in shibboleths from
Drimnagh & Donnycarney; anecdotes from Crumlin &
Coolock; fables from Finglas & Fairview. My education
is complete. Henceforth, all my romances will
be Platonic. That summer at Jacob's
biscuit factory forces me to consider
the single life. How fitting it is set on
Bishop Street.
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Snaggletooth
Paul Whyte

Evening in October and everything is dark but the sky, trees,
buildings - line drawings in the squinting sun.
I was on my back, hip humming, badly rashed. I couldn't get up,
couldn't face the dressing room yet. So I lay awhile, watching seams of
cherry cloud become chalky and ambient.
Soon, in the near distance, I could hear car boots yawning. The
collisions of voices.
As I made my way to the dressing rooms I noticed something on the
ground. Stabbed upright in the grass like a ring-pull to a cellar door. A
round bumpy thing-of-a-thing, silver plated and decorated all around with
beads and a tiny cross. I picked it up, made a fist with it inside. It had a
nice weight to it, seemed like a thing you should keep, so I did.
When I got home Dad sat at the kitchen table and studied it like a
diamond. He told me what I'd found was a rosary ring. A single decade.
He told me soldiers would carry them into war, to wear around their
fingers as they marched. I liked that. It assigned the thing a value that
wasn't there before.
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Of course St Bernie had to get involved. She decided a Nun must
have dropped it and that I should hand it in to one of the teachers at
school.
I told her that was exactly what I'd do, but I didn't.
In bed that night I tested it.
I placed my thumb on the cross and recited an Our Father beneath
my breath, moving clockwise with each Hail Mary.
I think I got about half way around before I drifted off.
When I woke in the morning it was still around my finger, my hand all
sweaty and smelling like pennies. I carried it with me that day at school,
kept checking the shallow pockets of my uniform to make sure I hadn't lost
it. On the walk home I wore it around my finger, marching like infantry.
That was the night I met her.
I woke before midnight; in that way you sometimes do, eyes opening
without a reason, no jolt upright, no sweat - just, time to wake up.
My windows were those old wooden kind with the steel arm that
never quiet shuts right and so I lay there awhile, enjoying the air.
That's when I noticed the light. A gentle pulse beneath the covers.
I lifted my hand out and it blinked at me like a lure. The light was
coming from the ring.
I held it up like a looking glass, peered through, the pulse leaving
blond artefacts squirreling around my vision.
Then she spoke. A kind, timid voice.
''Excuse me, Daniel. Could you take the cross out of the ring for me?
Would you mind?'' the voice asked.
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I can't really tell you why, but I did it. No questions asked.
The cross popped right off, even though it had been solid as you like
up to then, and as it did the beads dropped off too, leaving a regular old
ring.
''Daniel, I have a mission for you.'' said the voice, the ring pulsepulsing with every word. ''Do you think you're up for it?''
I carved a burrow into my duvet and sat cross legged under the
covers, ''Will it get me in trouble?'' I asked.
''No, not at all. Nobody will even know.'' She assured.
''What is it?''
''I've lost something which I desperately need back. Could you look
for it?''
''I can do that. What did you lose?''
''A tooth.''
''A tooth?! But you don't even have a mouth.''
''That's very presumptuous. I could have a very pretty mouth for all
you know. Anyway, teeth are like money where I'm from.'' She explained,
''And I'm skint since I lost it.''
''How much is a tooth worth, then?'' I remember wondering out loud.
''Well, Daniel, I suppose that depends on two things: The mouth it
came from, and how it came out.''
''And where did you last see this tooth?''
''Not sure. All I remember is that it's a long tooth, pointy, clean and it
still had a little bit of blood on the root.''
''Yuck! Ok, well, I'll let you know if I find it.''
''Oh, you'll definitely find it. Only a matter of time.''
''How do you know? And hey - what's your name anyway?''
''I don't have a name as such..would you like to give me one?''
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I thought about that for a moment. Sometimes it's hard to name
things so I just gave her my Mom's name.
''Gráinne. Let's call you Gráinne.''
And with that, the blinking stopped.
It was all very strange, but then, things are strange. Did you know
that there's a volcano in New Zealand that spits cold, black lava? Or did
you know that in China they have deer with great big tusks that make
them look like vampires?
A voice in a rosary ring isn't really that strange in the grand scheme
of things, if you ask me.
I looked for that bloody tooth all over. Searched everywhere and
anywhere. Under the car, all over the training pitch, the bathroom stalls in
school. Everywhere. I even brought one of Bernie's hand shovels up to the
pitch and dug a hole where I had found the ring. Nothing.
A month went by without a sniff of a tooth. And without a word from
Gráinne, which was sad because I liked the idea of having someone to
speak to like I'd spoken to her.
I think I've always wanted someone like that.
That's why sometimes when I used to pray I wouldn't bless myself at
the end. I'd just leave the line open and whisper there in the dark. Talk to
God about my day, about what I'd like for my birthday or what Cillian
Greene kept doing. Although, I didn't want to ask him to make it stop. I felt
like I was expected to make it stop myself.
I really did want to find that tooth.
Summer came and it was great because we would hang around after
training until it got dark.
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We would play soccer even though it wasn't really allowed and try to
kick footballs over the hurling nets. If someone had one, we might even
smoke a cigarette and whoever took the last drag before it quenched
would have to chew the butt for 30 seconds. I never had to, thank God.
One evening, just as it was getting dark, a few of us were walking
home through the alleys in my estate. Cillian Greene and some lads I didn't
know were sitting on a wall ahead of us. They went quiet as we went by,
then started saying stuff about Dad and Bernie again.
I tried to ignore it but Cillian Greene was showing off and when I
wouldn't give him what he wanted he started throwing stones. One hit me
right on the back of my head and went skidding across the road. I stopped
and looked back, almost said something. But I couldn't.
He came for me anyway, pouncing from the wall, shouting, ''What?
What?''
And then I was on the ground, face against concrete, a billion little
stones nibbling at my cheeks.
He was pressing down on me so hard that I could feel the bones in
my face bending. There was fluid. He was spitting on me; I could hear him
putting effort into it.
As much as it hurt, as much as I wanted to cry, I didn't. I just held my
breath through it, clamped my eyes shut. I made a clear, conscious
decision that I would much rather pass out than give him that.
Then I felt something. Something in my pocket, pinching.
I reached in and slipped it on my finger, all the way down, past the
knuckle.
I twisted and swung and Cillian Greene made a noise like a dog does
when you step on its paw.
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I can recall feeling my heart beat inside my fingers and having to
yank the ring out of his face, blood drooling out of him in thin black
ribbons. When I stood back up he was down on his knees, talking to me
like his tongue was too heavy.
Once when I had an eye infection Dad had to pin my arms by my
sides and sit on my chest to get the eye drops in.
So that's what I did to Cillian Greene.
I got on top of him. He was bigger than me, a little older too, but
down there we're all the same size.
The plan, I suppose, was to sit on him for a bit - just until he said he'd
leave me alone. But then I saw it, creeping out over his bottom lip. How
had I never noticed it before?
I reached down and pried his lips apart. There it was, jutting out from
its row, bold as you like all bright and clean and shimmery. A snaggletooth,
pulse-pulsing up at me from its bed.
There was a moment where I felt so relieved I could have floated off,
fizzed apart in the atmosphere like sodium bicarbonate.
Then her voice found me again, whispered in my ear, ''Hey, Daniel. I
told you you'd find it. Do you need your little shovel?''
''No,'' I told her, ''I don't need much else than this.''
I lay my palm on his forehead like a priest maybe would. Eased it
back so his mouth opened wide and proud. He looked at me, eyes
quivering like leverets in their nests.
I turned the rosary ring so that the cross stood upright on the
knuckle, held my fist up to the sky, above trees, streetlights.
And I went digging for my tooth.
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the greatest play in history
Jack Haworth

Up and down the half-raised brow
Of every town from Fraudway's bowel
to Follywood, then over pools
To Western ends and Gallic schools
Of acting in the purest sense
All have come to see the smashing
Of the boundaries of offence
That's being called a steel-toed mystery
Appalling in that way you've always wished to see
The greatest play in history
The gold dust dream of every tout
Going off in the only place
Where the crocked folk
And the fresh-faced can still hang out
For one night only no reviewers
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Speculation on the subjects
Even reached the rat towns in the sewers
And the pat-down on the stairs implores
No phone call is more vital than
What is about to happen right within these walls
The greatest show to grace fame's halls
The curtain fell at three to eight
But didn't rise again - that satin sealed their fate
And through the silence came the seizing up of doors
The audience were paused halfway between a panic
And halfway between applause
First on his feet was Backwards-beret Barry
Grasping Carry-on Colette
"I'm not familiar with this new form
Has it got a name yet?"
Another stood, old Skep Tolane
"Oh not this pompous shite again
I thought I'd come to watch unfold
The greatest story ever told?"
What proceeded was a pandemonium A melodrama in a velodrome of charmers
Rogues and stooges fighting through the calm
For just a moment to control the farm of losers
A mass of screaming, then a fight
Between two firebombs, name of Marko Might
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and Wally Will - when first blood spilled
The chilled got hot and the hot got chilled
Friar Niall said his final prayers
Laid down asleep between the bears
He hadn't even had the chance to order his affairs
The greatest what in history? who cares
Someone proposed, someone vomited
Someone confessed to a feeling
Someone posed, someone monitored
Someone broke his nose trying to break the ceiling
Some got converted, some got perverted
Some got inverted and some got atoned
Some felt perturbed and some felt disturbed
And some felt their best and some felt alone
Mags Desperoni went looking for lasses
And Frankie Foolhardy made some last-ditch passes
The two caught eye from either end of the theatre
And knew what each wanted, so got a touch nearer
Meanwhile in the crossfire, two scrappy kids made
A football from an apple, drew a mural with a blade
Fell sideways in their laughter at the fun of being trapped there
It sure was the greatest play they had ever played
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Then they stopped to hear the only sound
One always hears in the theatre
That was still a-missing
After pain and piss and blame and kissing
It was just a simple clap that gripped the crowd
The simian urge, a silicone beat
Always the same old dirge three steps away
From blindfold monkey stamping feet
An orchestra of hands at play
And now the curtain rose as if to say
Fin! Das Ende! And here are your patrons
They have been watching the show
For which you have been waitin'
This curtain you see, it is rather a screen
Through which the real punters have witnessed you scream
And the seats where you sit they are merely a stage
For the greatest show the world has ever seen
Instinctively the unbeknown performers
Turned to face the crowd and bow
It all made a sort of warped up
Sordid sense by now
To be applauded for just doing
Whatever it is that they do
Their audience before them
Stuck still, struck dim, awed blue
Oh the lives of the many
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Spoken for by the lives of the few
With all their scabrous youth
And all their needy skin
And all their pessimistic
Solipsistic, nihilistic giving in
With all their might and will
Their cynicism and the thrill
Of carry-on and angled hats
They made a better show than Cats
And best of all the spectacle
They'd come to see
Was never seen again
The drama was just meant to be
The play - it seemed -was them
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changeling
Sarah Healy

A perpetual pattern of restless wriggles. I am haunted by the fluorescent
green glow of the alarm clock, taunted by Robert’s peaceful breathing
beside me. The Egyptian cotton sheets are a sandpaper straightjacket and
my nightgown persistently tangles in my legs. It is four in the morning and
a fog of silence stifles me, makes me disconcertingly aware of my own
agitation. For it is not noise that chases away my sleep, but roaring
silence, especially from the cot in the room next door.
The baby rarely cries. Of course, save for that first primal gulp of air,
that jolt to the system that heralded her into this world. She trumpeted
with all the gusto of a brass band.
"A fine set of lungs on that one, God bless her," the nurse puffed as
she scraped off the congealed film of gore.
After infinite hours of panting and pushing and pain, it was all too
clear why they call it "labour". When I was ceremoniously presented with
my prize I felt nothing but dull ache and fatigue. In the gas-fuelled haze I
believed I was holding a shrunken, grumpy hag. I blinked away the
distortion and saw her alien head was pointed and purple, her raw face,
contorted in distress, looked nothing like mine. Later her head rounded
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and sprouted golden peach fuzz. Strangers assure me that she has my
blue eyes. Five months later, my attempts to recognise any resemblance
have been thus far unsuccessful. The fruit of my labour has manifested,
and she unnerves me.
I while away my days pottering around the house, doing nothing and
everything. As I flit from room to room her gurgles and squeaks traverse
the walls, radiating from the nursery. I imagine I'm pursued by a curious
mouse, or perhaps a particularly buoyant spirit. It must be the ventilation
pipes, I must remind Robert to examine them.
Just last week Nana paid her first visit since the baby was born.
Upon hearing the disembodied giggles in the hall, she clutched her heart
and declared a púca was in our midst. Even I hesitate to indulge her
superstition, yet I can't deny the baby is an odd creature. Her cacophony
of coos always ceases as soon as I enter the nursery. Other than
communicating the occasional hungry whimper, she regards me with
mute, uncanny awareness. Her eyes never leave me, glaring with an
intensity verging on hostility. Maybe she sleeps so soundly to avoid me.
Robert says my imagination is dangerously active. I hope he's right. I
should be eternally grateful I'm not jolted awake every hour by a shrill cry,
but truly the hush is more unsettling. Instead I'm the one who weeps. Tears
well up and flood at the most unexpected times, when I'm changing her or
washing her feathery hair. The true cause is a mystery, but she is always
there, and only she knows.
Four o'clock has given way to five and I know sleep has evaded me
yet another night. Gently, I roll out of bed, swollen as a fattened cow.
Painkillers ease the headache but do nothing to abate the heaviness that
lingers in my bones. Shuffling down the murky hall, I peek around the
nursery door. Snuffling and fluttery breaths greet me as I creep toward
the cot and peer in. In a pastel pink sleepsuit with her limbs outstretched,
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she resembles a slumbering starfish. I smile as I flick through the
storybook sprawled on the nursing chair. She hardly needs a bedtime
fairy-tale to drift off, but I do.
I pause to stroke the rich satin of her cheek. I think of my dark circles,
fresh cobweb of wrinkles and stubborn stretchmarks. I am the hag,
transported from the storybook in my limp hands. I have aged, inside and
out. Insomnia has siphoned my vigour and capacity to feel anything but
emptiness and incompetence. I'm soaked in uncertainty. The book
plummets to the floor. It's all because of her. If only she would just cry, give
any sign that she's normal. She's unnatural, too perfect, closer to a
porcelain doll than a real baby. Maybe she's not a real baby. Maybe she's
not even human. Dear God, what is it!
No no no, I'm just tired. Too tired. My mind is turning to mist, it's like
I'm heaving in hospital again, one two three push. She was strange then
too. What if I've known all along?
Yes. Yes yes, I know. There is only one thing it can be. Nana told me to
hang the iron scissors, but I never believed in the old ways. Until now. It's a
changeling, a cuckoo, an imposter, it's not mine. With trembling claws, I
seize a pillow from the chair. I will end this fairy mischief myself. I want my
real baby back. I'll push the cuckoo from my nest. Shudders radiate from
my core while I lower the pillow over its cherubic face. One two three
push.
It cries. I halt. Fling the pillow away. A symphony of feathery gasps,
strangled mewls and sonorous wails surge and stream out. She is an
orchestra. She is real. I scoop my baby into my arms, oh so gently. We
cling to each other so vehemently, that I cannot tell where I end and she
begins. My tears rival hers until dawn, when we fall asleep together in the
chair.
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Pearse's Cottage
Clarise E. Reichley

to think
that in these walls
a revolution was frugally constructed
(with thatch and lime),
ideas brought forth
from pipe smoke, tea, and gazing into the fire.
somehow it feels as if nothing has changed
(except women can vote
and Ireland is seemingly free).
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Ancestor.com
Jane Burn

I wish I could do that thing - that thing where you go
and find your great uncles, cousins thrice removed,
grannies, grampies. This trailing lineage spanning
three times round the Earth. Papa was an Admiral!
Great, great, great, great, great Grandma might just
have been a suffragette! I want an ancestor like that.
I want marathon runners, sky divers, train drivers,
wheat farmers, creel weavers, bread bakers. Family,
floating about in this binary swamp - little jellyfish,
keyboard tadpoles, hidden friends. Tap, tap, tap let us out, cry the coal miners, stewards, pilots,
dandies, paupers and queens. We might have been grand.
Some search engine holds them all tight, underneath
your fingertips. All you need is a name, a date her name might have been Amelia, your mother's,
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mother's, mother's, mother's mother. She could
have lived in a chalet in Lapland, she could have called
her cows in, listened to bell-ring break the silence
of snow. She could have sat down to cross-stitch,
drank cognac, composed on her harpsichord.
I will not pass this shallow history on to my son.
I will be his ancestral pirate, hairdresser, sous chef will tell him about the time I worked in a factory,
sewing the eyes on teddy bears. Bank robber,
astronaut, smallholder, minister of faith storyteller, spinner of yarns.
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Gone to the Dogs
Elaine Lennon

Mrs Greenan in the kitchen with a pinking shears
That would be her obituary, she mused.
"Hitler's on the telly again!" came a roar from the living room.
She dreamed about Saturday night when the house would be empty
and she'd be able to watch The Far Pavilions on her own, in peace. Her and
her bruises and her damaged arm. She never did get that break fixed
properly. It itched like hell.
Hopalong Smith the GP said, "Stop being so selfish. Go home and look
after your husband and your son. That's your duty." He peered over the
spectacles perched on the tip of his nose and said in a lower voice, "I take
it you are - eh - doing your duty? The marriage act? Why have you only
got one child? Hmm? Women are only happy when they're pregnant.
That's what you should be concerned about. You're the problem." That
was when she knew this town wasn't big enough for the two of them. The
marks on her neck and her face were of no consequence.
"My arm," she said in a half-whisper.
"It'll heal." He declared it angrily as though she was supposed to know
what to do with what could be a broken elbow.
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"You walked into a door, isn't that right?" he smiled viciously.
She stood up awkwardly and grimaced. Bobby had wedged her
between the kitchen door and the wall and the noise of the break had
been sickening.
"Yes. Just like your wife," she said and walked out.
She stalked past his secretary Irene without paying. Everyone knew
they were having an affair. Bet they were using contraception.
When she got to the Surgical they gave her the news she'd been
expecting. She should have come when it happened, it would never heal
right, she'd always have a crooked arm.
"Something to remember me by, honey," her sexpot husband had
whispered afterwards. "And the other one will get it too if you tell anyone.
Now, what's for dinner?"
She was gone to nothing. Thinner than his greyhounds and with less
nutrition. The smokes were all that kept her going. And the dream of
something else. She had long given up taking care of herself. With her hair
chopped off she looked like a plucked chicken, only less appetising.
The first time Bobby attacked her he pinned her to the wall of the
sitting room and she was so slight he was able to lift her off her
stockinged feet. The second time he did it she knew he was doing it for his
pleasure, not hers. The beatings were hard to conceal. She was bruised
and battered and after a few years she no longer cared who knew. She
did her shopping like any woman would but people saw the purple tinge
to her skin and how she was wasting away and could barely say Hello.
She saved milk money and the returns from bottle tops and minerals
and fifty pee off the welfare and put it in a hole in the wall they'd blocked
off from the infestation of mice. After three years there was enough for
the bus as far as Dublin and the boat to London. She'd heard about bucket
shops where you could get cheap plane tickets for the Far East. They
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wouldn't find her - would they? Mind you that's probably where Spike was
getting his heroin. She'd had to think about that one.
After a few years you'd hardly know she'd ever been in the house.
The neat floral towels in the bathroom were used to wrap the rads when
they'd sprung leaks. The daisy-spattered American duvets she'd saved for
when Dunnes Stores first opened were flung on the bins after they'd
served their purpose as bedding for the dogs.
I'm your man
Seven years after she left without cooking the dinner Bobby wanted
the Guards to declare her dead but the bluebottles weren't having it.
"But she might have life insurance!" screeched Bobby. "We're being
deprived!"
"Insurance? Do you think so? From the housekeeping you were giving
her, is it?" asked the Superintendent drily. He grappled among a pile of
papers on his desk. He grabbed something from an overflowing wire
basket. "There's a Dublin number you can call," he said, stabbing his finger
at a pamphlet for battered women.
"Try that. Give it a few more years. You never know, she might come
back. You're quite the catch!"
Bobby's face gave nothing away.
"There's some would say you fed your wife to the dogs." The Super
beaded him.
Bobby flinched.
"But I would argue that she was far too bony to make a meal for
them boys. You keep them tip-top, eh?!"
Bobby shifted from one foot to the other and a pearl of sweat
dripped from the tip of his nose onto his upper lip.

25

"What's Spike up to these days?" enquired the Super with an
impressive imitation of concern.
Bobby's mouth trembled as he struggled for control. He clenched his
fist around the pamphlet and crumpled it in his hand.
"From all I hear, you're a peculiar kind of client." The Super tapped
his pen on the desk in a manner that made Bobby twitch. It was a tattoo of
a song that Bobby couldn't quite place. The Super stopped and stared at
Bobby. The air hung dead in the room.
The Super sniffed and considered. "Seven years, is it? Or near as
makes no difference. That must be some itch you want to scratch."
Bobby blinked.
"Now if I were you," considered the Super, "I'd walk out of here and
thank my lucky stars I wasn't arrested for destruction. If you know what I
mean," he snapped the top off the Bic.
The sweat fell from Bobby's upper lip into a dribble on his chin and
the points on his cheek reddened and his eyes narrowed. So did the
Super's.
Bobby turned abruptly and the Super stared at the back of Bobby's
greasy greying head until the door shut behind him.
The Super wondered what he had done to deserve being posted
here where nothing ever happened and he turned to a file in a drawer
that he'd earmarked for special attention, his personal collection of
cuttings about conspiracy theories concerning the JFK assassination and
thought, Now that's what I should be investigating, something significant,
with death and hired killers and all that jazz. Serious stuff, like. Not this.
Not this.
When I grow up I'm going to be Paul Le Mat
Spike was his father's son and there was no point in even trying. He
was a bully, a scumbag, the terror of the terrace and a slimy piece of work
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who shoplifted for Ireland and beat anyone who crossed his path. Even the
Christian Brothers didn't dare lift his shirt. When he was five he started
copying Bobby, standing with his lips pursed, arms crossed, blocking his
mother's passage, daring her to open her mouth. The first time she did, he
kicked her shins. That was when she knew she had to get out. And it had
taken years.
The Art of Landscape was on Channel 4 until seven in the morning.
Spike burned the toast but the tea did the job. His head hurt.
Before Jim Reilly left they'd had their usual argument about who was
cooler.
"James Coburn. He shacked up with Lynsey de Paul. And he's alive,"
snarked Jim as he watched the end burn off his fag onto the plastic couch.
It didn't go on fire, it had been singed so often the surface was gone.
"Steve McQueen married Ali MacGraw." Spike's theory was obvious.
"Coburn had a better car. 1961 Ferrari 250 GT California Spyder." Jim
won. It was his turn. That was how it worked.
Jim got up unsteadily.
"Sally O'Brien," said Spike
"And the way she might look at you," finished Jim. He wobbled to the
door and closed it softly so as not to wake Bobby or the greyhounds.
The sun was crawling up the horizon, if you could be arsed to look
out the dirty window over the empty broken down washing line.
Spike switched on a tape he'd recorded during the night. He'd
remembered it before they did the last pipe but nodded out before it
went on. He rewound it in the VCR and got to 00:24 after the latest Hit
Man and Her. Michaela Strachan was a great bit of stuff. He could have her
easy. There was some new thing called Going Mad in Goa.
"Pathetic," he muttered to nobody in particular as the voiceover
introduced the phenomenon of European travellers fetching up in this
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picturesque spot "in an echo of the hippie trail that led across Asia from
the late Sixties," the RP-inflected narrator intoned.
He was blinking at the images when he saw a woman with long grey
hair dancing around the flames of a fire built on a beach. Her arms were
elongated in an off-kilter fashion and she was skinny as hell. There was a
familiar cast to her face and Spike squinted at the way her elbow jutted
out at a strange angle. His jaw dropped. He stopped the tape and hit the
rewind button.
He straightened up in the chair and stood up then squatted by the
screen. He looked closely at the images on pause. Play. Pause. Play. Jesus
Aitch Christ. It was his mother. E'd up, with long hair and a fierce tan. And
a bloody tattoo on her right ankle.
Dog eat dog
In the first market she saw dogs for sale but didn't know they were
being prepared for eating. When she picked out a terrier and it was
skinned alive in front of her, all she could think was, I hope these slit-eyed
savages never come to Cavan. Bobby would kill them. Then she ate the
poor thing after he was cooked on a spit and thought, Well, circle of life.
Dog eat dog. That kinda thing. It had been difficult to watch what
happened to his eyes, but, she reasoned, I could have eaten one of Bobby's
greyhounds. I could have served it up like Susan George did in Tales of the
Unexpected with that leg of lamb and he'd have eaten the evidence and
never noticed. Not at first. Or, it could have been me. He would have fed
me to them. Different sort of story, really. She took a bite and vomited.
She cleaned hotel bathrooms and mopped floors but couldn't face
kitchen work. She'd had enough of that at home, besides, the heat was
truly unbearable. By the time she hit her fiftieth birthday she had enough
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saved to really celebrate. She did heroin on the beach in Phuket and was
lost to a week-long narcotic haze.
So this is what Spike is into, she thought as she smoked some more
and wondered that she even remembered his name after she'd fled that
hellhole on the 109.
Well stone me
Dusk was settling and the public lighting was switched on. Moths
flew into the centre of the fizzing bulbs. Bobby was walking two of the
dogs on long leads near the Cathedral, that granite knuckle giving the
town the finger.
He stalked the footpath and the air seemed to be sucked into the
building's darkening portals. A woman dressed as lamb walked a
Pekingese in the opposite direction and Bobby sensed her giving him a
wide berth although there was a flicker of a smile hovering on her lips.
I could have her, he smirked to himself. I could pulverise her in
seconds. Amn't I the fine fellow.
He proceeded jauntily, a spring in his step. When he approached the
Guard barracks he shivered involuntarily at the memory of his encounter
with the Super and marched swiftly past.
When he got home he found Spike on his knees, head on the floor
and impaled on a needle, prostrated before the transfixing power of the
frozen image of his mother, dancing, dancing, dancing for her life, off her
gourd and out of reach in Goa, wherever that might be.
While he waited for the ambulance he went into the kitchen and
switched on the kettle and wondered how he'd pay for his son's funeral.
His head filled with noise. As the water started to boil he put his fist
through the wall and then remembered that effing Prod who would have
to come fix it for the Council.
Really, you couldn't make it up.
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Leander
Ross Thompson

a birthday party in a swimming pool,
a dozen children in dark green water,
a pirate galleon and a dinosaur,
a frosted window and a heated floor,
a slippery tile and a fractured skull,
a river rapid and a razor blade,
a siren wailing and a warning sign,
a roar of cheering and a wave machine,
a flooded village and a tsunami,
a panicked boy who never learnt to swim,
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a wonky ladder and a loose footing,
a crack in the face from a rubber ring,
a mouthful of salt and a punctured lung,
a slipping beneath and an undertow,
a stranger's handshake and a broken wave,
a gasping for air and a floundering,
a choke and a slap, a choke and a slap,
a breathing and a breathing and a breath.
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Sea Sister
Cathal Kehoe

My mother hated the sea. Our family holidays took us only inland, and
when it came time for swimming lessons in school, my permission slip
went unsigned. Yet, the day after her treatment ended in disappointment,
the sea was where she asked me to take her.
I bundled her into the car, her small frame closing up like a folding
chair. When we reached Sandymount Strand I helped her out, cradling her
bony arm in my cautious hands. Fearful for her, as if she would break.
'Cold,' she said simply. She was right, the chill air blowing in made us
shiver in our heavy winter coats. I mumbled in agreement. How our roles
had reversed: I wanted to warn her not to go too close to the water. As if
she could, as if she had the energy to carry herself that far.
'Do you remember the last time we went to the sea?'
'I do...' That time, it was the Atlantic we'd looked out on. But the sea is
always the sea.
'If I could,' she said, 'I'd take everything back.'
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We drove out west, Mammy and myself, to see Aunt Maria before she left
for America. Her husband, a lecturer in Galway City, got a job there. We
drove through that stony landscape dotted with pale towns, not knowing
the next time we'd be coming out here. But it didn't seem so final then, it
was just another tedious family visit to be suffered through.
'She'll be back,' Mammy kept saying on the drive. 'She won't be able
to leave that house.' The house they'd all grown up in. The old B&B. But my
mother was wrong, as it happened. Maria never came back.
What a picture we made, the three of us on the stony beach below
the B&B. Maria's shrill hoot followed us as we trekked our way down
uncertainly, neither of us confident on the steep rocky slope.
'We shouldn't call this a beach,' said Mammy. Her irritation with
everything punctured my sense of pride at a successful drive. I'd just
gotten my full license, and the drive we'd just completed was my record so
far.
'Mammy, just relax.'
'Relax!' She gave me a sharp look, then looked at the Atlantic, a mass
of glinting white, and scoffed. As if the ocean had done something to earn
her disapproval.
Then, surefooted, Maria arrived behind us. 'Isn't it beautiful today!'
'It's lovely,' I said, making the effort. My reluctance to visit my aunt
had evaporated when I saw her again, a shock of colour against the grey
day. Her purple sari, her red hair flowing, bangles stacked on her wrists,
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jangling and singing as she walked. I liked her - why did I always forget
how much I liked her? She was so different from my own mother, she was
a sort of miracle.
'Why,' said Mammy, 'did you insist we came out here.'
Maria, offended, said, 'I wanted you to see it.'
'I know what water looks like!' Mammy started back up the hill,
stumbling slightly in her sensible shoes. 'I'm going to make myself a cup of
tea, since no one else is going to offer us one!' She made her exit.
Maria just looked at me and smiled.
'It was a long drive,' I said flatly. Just five minutes before they'd been
embracing, kissing on the cheek and delighting in each other.
'Oh, your mother just likes to argue with me.' Maria swept serenely
across the rocks. 'Sisters. You know.' She looked at me anew, as if she just
realised I was a boy, with no sisters to boot. 'I guess you don't.' A shrug. A
tilt of the head. 'Don't you just love it here?'
'I do.' I didn't really. It was cold, the rain perpetual, an ache in my
bones. I couldn't decide whether to enjoy her company or to feel abject
misery at my surrounds, at the days of boredom that awaited me.
'I'll be sad to leave. I'll miss it here.' She bent over and picked up one
of the stones. 'They're all different you know. But they're all smooth.'
To be with Maria was to go with the flow, and nothing flowed faster
or more unexpectedly than her stream of thought. Dutifully I looked down
at the rocks underfoot and saw that she was right. All the rocks were
different: many-coloured, all smoothed by centuries of waves, with their
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own unique dimensions, each a fingerprint left behind by time. I chose one
of pale purple-grey, so round it was almost a marble. I pocketed it, cool
and damp against my leg.
'Should we be getting back?' I asked. Weary with the uninviting
beach, I wanted the warmth of the kitchen where soup was bubbling on
the stove.
Maria looked back at me absently. 'I suppose we should. Can't leave
your mother on her own.' But as soon as we started back she stopped
again. 'Look at this. It's the rock pool. You remember it.'
Maria's confidence in my memory almost made me believe I did have
some recollection of standing by the pool, perhaps when I'd come here
some years before as a child. Really, it was just a deep puddle. My face
must have betrayed that I was unimpressed. The pool, Maria reminded me,
held all kinds of life we couldn't see. Microbes, amoeba. Millions of them,
living their tiny lives. The only life we could see was a little earth-coloured
crab scuttling its way along the pool's edge. It came to a stop. My heart
fluttered to see its pincers pinch the air - a warning to us? We must have
seemed like behemoths. Or maybe we were so big we were beyond
noticing.
'You know Geraldine doesn't like the sea.'
'I know.' That much was obvious I thought, hardly worth pointing out.
Maria sighed and stood up straight. We turned away from the rock
pool. 'I suppose she has her reasons.' And she gave a me quiet, unnerving
smile.
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Before I could ask what the reason was, before I could fight the
words out, she said, 'There's nothing between us and America but the
Atlantic. Not long now before I'm gone.'
'You make it sound like you'll be dead.'
She laughed, unexpectedly. 'Oh, this place will be here long after I'm
dead.' I tried to puzzle that one out. Maybe that was the fundamental
difference between my mother and Maria. Mammy moulded her
surroundings to her liking, everything carefully selected and arranged just
so. Maria simply perched in the wilderness, and if she got swept away so
be it.
She said one final thing that day, something beyond my
understanding then, later remembered as a sign of her peculiar brand of
madness and an early glimpse of what I was to discover about my mother
on that visit. 'There's a seal colony nearby. Maybe one of them will come to
say goodbye to me.'

The next day dawned after a night of troubled sleep. In the middle of the
night, I was snapped into wakefulness by the back door, right under my
bedroom, snapping shut. Getting out of bed, I went to the window where I
saw a figure in the darkness. Maria, in wellies and an oversize rain jacket.
Going to the beach again? Why at this time of night? In my state of tired
irritation, I made no attempt to answer the questions that registered in my
dull brain. Maria disappeared into the night.
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'Mary O'Leary was asking for you,' my mother reported that day, with
the air of someone making great effort.
'Who?' Maria chewed on her sandwich. We were eating lunch and
drinking tea at the big kitchen table.
Mammy looked at her incredulously. 'You went to school with her!'
'I went to school with a lot of people.' Maria looked to me. 'What do
you think of my salt and pepper shakers?'
On the table between us grinned two ceramic gnomes. The salt
gnome wore a green cap, the pepper gnome a red one.
'Never mind your salt and pepper shakers! Mary always asks after
you. It's nice to remember people.'
'Yes,' said Maria with a sudden intensity that was unusual for her. 'It is
nice to remember people. I've been remembering people out here for
years.'
Mammy felt silent, pale. Fear struck me: here was a truth I couldn't
see.
Finished eating, I stood and said, 'Let's go see what's on TV.' Playing
protector. Protecting them from each other, and myself from them.
I expected Mammy to follow but instead heard her thundering up the
stairs. They scared me, and their history scared me. Behind the two sisters
stood a vast, unknowable darkness. An only child, me. How could I
understand the way they were to each other?
I put some show on but barely saw it. Surrounded by packing boxes, I
throbbed with a dull incomprehension.
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The boxes were full of old bric-a-brac. It all looked like junk to me.
Was she really planning on taking her collection of gemstones with her to
the States? No knowing with Maria. One box was filled with old
guestbooks. I wondered when the last guest had been here. Months surely,
not since the for-sale sign went up. Another box was filled with
photographs, still in their frames. And it was there that something caught
my attention, made me snap out of my stupor.
I went to grab it: a black and white picture, an old one, of three girls
standing on the beach I'd just been standing on myself. I knew my mother
instantly, and Aunt Maria. Both in their early teens, gangly and long-limbed.
But the girl between them was a stranger to me. Or was she? Her face was
somehow familiar to me. And then I realised, it was the same basic face as
the girls on either side of her. Mammy and Maria and this girl - the
knowledge travelled from my brain to the tips of my toes, remaking me
along the way. The three of them, sisters. Two alive. One dead.
'Attracta was her name.'
My heart leapt and I spun around. Maria had snuck up behind me and
peered over my shoulder.
'Did you ever know about her?'
'No,' I stammered.
'We were teaching her to swim,' Maria said simply, as if that were all
the explanation needed.
Drowned? I wanted to ask but couldn't bring myself to.
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Maria smiled, making me uncertain. 'No body. But she came back to
us. She swims now. She swims all day.' She waited for me to respond. But I
had no response to give. And before she could say anymore we heard
those thundering footsteps again, coming downstairs this time. I
scrambled to hide the picture.
Mammy dropped her suitcase on the floor with a bang, where it fell
open and its contents spilled out. 'Right! We're leaving.'
Maria and I stared at her slack-mouthed.
Maria spoke first. 'But you just got here!'
'I can't be dealing with this anymore. Any of it.'
'Mammy,' I said. Yearning for her, loving her even more than I had
before.
She looked at me with red eyes. 'I don't like it here.'
'Geraldine.' Maria moved toward her placatingly. 'We don't know
when we'll see each other again.'
They embraced with a slight reluctance. After some cajoling, Mammy
agreed to stay for two more nights.

On Sandymount Strand Mammy huddled close to me. Her closeness was
still strange to me. We had never really hugged or kissed as I was growing
up. Helping her during the days of her illness, I felt the alienness of her
body keenly.
I produced the ham sandwiches I had packed. She took a bite and
chewed ruefully. Her skin as grey as the sea.
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In truth, I didn't mind staying another night or two, despite the tension and
the sense of things shifting beneath my feet. Everything changing,
everything staying the same.
Mammy was upstairs again, unpacking. Maria and I sat looking at the
television in a dense silence, each in our own private worlds.
Until Maria turned to me with a glassy-eyed look and said, 'I think I
have to do it myself tonight. Go out to her to say goodbye.' She ran a
finger delicately along her earlobe, full of punctures where her earrings
usually went.
'To Mammy?'
'To Attracta.' She said this with impatience, as if it should be obvious.
I didn't point out that Attracta was dead, drowned at sea and no
trace. Thinking about her, I felt the coldness of the sea inside me, and its
emptiness. I was, in my own way, mourning the aunt I never knew.
'How?' I wanted so much to understand Maria, to get to know her
properly before she went away for good.
'The beach. I'll go down to the beach. These next few nights are
going to be clear. And it's a full moon too.'
That night, I waited up to watch Maria go down to the beach in the
silver dark. And she did, pulling the coat around her tightly. My first
impulse was to follow her. But I didn't. What right did I have to intrude on
her private ritual?
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It was the next night that was my chance. Bundling up coats and scarves
against the cold, I ventured out, stopping at each of the women's doors to
make sure I could hear their slow, steady breathing. I stepped cautiously
down the slope, hardly wanting to put one stone out of place, wanting to
be as silent a witness as possible. And wondering also, if some of Maria's
weirdness was rubbing off on me. I barely knew why I was doing this or
what I was hoping to see but in some part of me I felt a strange sense of
purpose.
High tide had swallowed the beach almost entirely. I was wet up to
my shins, cold and angry with myself. But on I went, pressing myself
against the wall of rock and making my way along the strip of beach that
remained, towards I knew not what.
She came back to us. She swims all day. Maria's words rang in my
mind.
There's a seal colony nearby. Yes, of course. That was where Maria
had been going these past nights. The madness of this almost made me
turn back. It was like peering into someone else's dream. Maria believed
her sister had come back to her as a seal.
Eventually my path widened out again and I found myself standing in
a small cove, the rocks glistening in the moonlight.
Dark, hulking shapes rose from the ground right in front of me,
startling me. Were those the seals?
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But no. They were just large, rounded rocks, sitting around the
central pool. They refused to spring to life for me. There was an odd sort
of sadness to it, and a disappointment I knew made no real sense.
Had the seal left for good, or had Maria imagined it all? It would be
no surprise. A woman like that on her own out here, visited by her husband
only on the weekends. All the time in the world to go off on your private
reveries. Swathes of time in which to remember. Mammy said Maria was
soft in the head. She would have said the same thing about me for being
taken in by all of this.
But as I turned to leave I did see something that made my heart leap.
A dark, round shape, bobbing on the surface of the water. I went to call
out to her, to say hello and goodbye all at once, to promise that I would
remember her too. But in a flash of silken movement the shape
disappeared.
I stood entranced. Maybe she had come back, to see her sister one
last time. But seeing me, the seal-girl had fled. Or just maybe, she saw me
and knew her memory was safe and swam away contented.

'Let's go, Mammy.'
She nodded, absently, not really hearing me. Was she remembering
too?
The past overwhelmed me like a sudden wave. Not just my past, but
my mother's and Maria's too. I was the only one who made it to America
for Maria's funeral. Mammy was already too ill by then and we all agreed
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she couldn't manage it. I took a handful of my aunt's ashes and scattered
them along the golden beach, so unlike the one Maria had probably
imagined in her will.
'I should have tried harder with her. With my sister.'
Which one? I could have asked. But I never once mentioned Attracta
in my mother's presence. If I knew anything about my mother it was this:
that as much as she liked to talk, she preferred silence in the end. She held
her secrets fast. And I knew then, as I know now, that the people we love
are full of life we can't see.
'It's alright Mammy,' I said softly. Something passed between us.
Something she had carried that I now had to carry, and do. Call it the
family sadness. My only inheritance, a sound inside like the bark of a seal, a
mournful call out to the sea.
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in a very small room
Aisling Le Gros

In a very small room
Lived a very big Love
Such a thing was rare to find.
Then a cup got thrown
And a window smashed
And the door was opened wide
To find an angry boy
With a Bloody hand,
And a girl still by his side.
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My Da Had Two Faces
Matthew Doyle

I
I pour the Scotch Lad a pint. All the heads call him that, whether he has a
fondness for Scotland or the whiskey or both, I can't say. Anyways, I call
him Scotch. I stick Lankum on the stereo and Radie Peat sings something
lovely over the drone of a bellows.
'Fuck, these sound like a miserable shower,' Scotch says in an accent
thick with Dublin Town.
'So negative,' I say to him.
It's quiet for a Tuesday because there's no ball on the box tonight. I
pour Scotch another pint without asking. I know he'll want one. You get to
know the rhythm of the customers after a while.
The Fog lands in and sits at the counter beside Scotch. His name is
Fogarty, but in these parts, he's known as The Fog.
'How's The Fog,' I say to him.
'The Fog needs a pint,' he says, then nods to Scotch, but they won't
start chatting until they sink another pint and the porter loosens their
tongues.
The Fog is retired age, but I don't know if he still works. From the way
he holds himself I'd say Scotch labours in construction. Scotch and The
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Fog talk about life, which for them is the price of a pint and the Dublin
Gaelic football teams.
'Whatever happened to that nice looking young one you were going
with?' The Fog says to me.
'She gave him the elbow,' Scotch says, volunteering as my proxy. I
foolishly confided in him the last day he was in.
'Ah, wasn't she bound to come to her senses eventually,' The Fog
chuckles.
'The best-looking thing to come in here in a long time and he had to
go and ruin it.'
The Fog and Scotch are riffing now.
'And we're stuck here looking at him moping behind the bar, listening
to that miserable music.'
'The music was probably her influence.'
'Oh, I'd say so, she had an arty look about her.'
'The type who buys her clothes in a charity shop.'
'At least he keeps the pints coming.'
'I'll say this for him, he's never let me go thirsty.'
I'm saved by the phone ringing behind the bar. Fucking mercy.
'Is The Fog there?'
'Ah, hello Misses Fogarty,' I say, loudly, so himself can hear. I've never
met the woman, but I know her voice. I look across the counter and The
Fog is sinking his pint and pulling on his coat to run out the door. 'Don't be
worrying, he only left just this minute, I'd say he'll be home to you shortly.'
Scotch laughs and nods to the taps so I know to stick him on another.
Closing, and it's dead quiet. Scotch has gone home, and the only punters
left are a couple making eyes at each other over their empty glasses. It
would be too awkward to clear the table, so I wipe the counter using a
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cloth manky with porter and crumbs. I pour myself a pint for want of
nothing better to do, although I'll only have the one, any more will tease
the sleep from me.
I close the shop and walk home. I live in a basement flat that reeks of
damp. Herself hating staying there, but that's not the reason she ended
things.
Black sky, Dublin under lights, the street is a stage. The audience is
one million strong. I see a man sleeping on a bit of cardboard. He's under
the spotlight, though no one sees him.
Dublin, I call you home, but I hardly know you.
II
Ned, my da's uncle, owns the pub. He bought the place years and years
ago and christened the place Ned's. The deal included a little apartment
above, giving him somewhere to lay his head.
I started working for Ned when I was 14, cleaning glasses and serving
tables mostly. It was just a couple of hours here and there so Ned could
keep a proper eye on me. Nowadays I take on four or five nights a week,
including Friday and Saturday. Annie, who's as old as Ned but is sprightly
and sporty for her age, works the other nights. Ned mostly works during
the day so he can meet the old regulars and potter about the place,
although he'll come down from his lair to give me and Annie a hand if it
gets too busy.
Ned is my only family. He's been very good to me all my life, but
especially after Da died and Ma lost herself in a bottle of vodka and her
bitterness. She's gone now, too.
I was eight, only, when Da died. We lived in a flat in the Liberties in
Dublin at the time, near Ned's, which meant I was always in and out of the
pub. Da was great fun. He taught me to swim on Donabate Strand and he
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always brought me to Croke Park when there was a Dublin game on. I was
sleeping when Ma came into my room and lifted me out of bed into her
arms. Her tears wet my face and I started sobbing, not knowing why. I
cried because she cried. All she said was the pricks got him. I could
already smell her new scent - vodka and bitterness. She loved him, wholly.
Ma had to identify his body. I won't say what happened in my
trousers when she described the big crater where his face used to be.
'Never forget what the pricks did to your da,' she said to me, first came
the bitterness, then the waft of vodka. I bawled into her chest.
All my ma ever told me was he never did a wrong to anyone who
didn't have it coming. I pieced the story together over the next few years,
mostly from other lads in school who'd heard it from their da's and older
brothers, about the dealer who killed a rival, so the rival's boys shot him in
retaliation, the way it goes. I boxed the head off a few lads for saying
things about my da. One time when I was sitting in the headmaster's office
after a fight, waiting for Ned to collect me, I heard a teacher say, 'Just like
his father.' I'm nothing like Da, I thought, the man who never raised his
voice or his hand to me.
When I got a bit older I went to the library and looked up his name
on the computer. I read about the man, known as The Boy Concannon for
his boyish good looks, who sold heroin around Dublin. I realised then my
da had two faces.
Ned moved me and Ma into the flat above the pub the year after Da
died because Ma had no means to support us. She was no good for
working, keeping up with the vodka and bitterness became an evertightening noose around her neck. Her own family disowned her when she
married Da. I don't know of them except to shake hands with the ones who
came to her funeral. Cirrhosis got her in the end.
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I'd do my homework in the pub after coming in from school, then Ned
would feed me, all so I didn't have to be near Ma when the bitterness
came out, that was an ugly side of her. But when it got busy Ned would
send me upstairs and I'd find her semi-conscious on the couch, mumbling
and dribbling all over herself. I'd wipe the saliva from her mouth and chin
with a cloth before putting a blanket over her and brushing the hair out of
her face. I always tucked her in with a kiss on the forehead.
Ned became my new guardian after social services put a title on
what he'd been doing for years. I dropped out of school before the
Leaving, Ned was raging but he couldn't sway me, so he started teaching
me the pub trade. Ned had a pile of records by Pecker Dunne and
Margaret Barry, Frank Harte and Liam Weldon, Paddy Tunney, too, and my
true schooling took place kneeling on the floor by the speakers listening to
his records. Then I got to know the musicians who find their way to Ned's
on Thursday and Sunday nights. Ned knows them all by name and
instrument, and they all know Ned and they greet him with a hug because
Ned is a patron of musicians in Dublin.
III
She loved molasses. When I was near her I could smell it on her breath and
taste it when we kissed. She was studying painting and sculpture in the art
college around the corner and she'd come into Ned's with her friends
because the pint is cheaper than anywhere else around. She'd always stop
at the bar for a chat, but she intimidated me because she painted and
listened to music from South America. Her name was Fleur. Even her name
was a painting. Four hundred days and twenty more was all I had with her.
We got chatting properly one night when she sat at the counter after
her friends had gone. I had Margaret Barry on the stereo, what a treat.
Fleur had never heard of Margaret and I wondered what was going on
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with the music in South America to keep her from our greatest singer. I'd
have prattled on all night to Fleur only for The Fog and Scotch were
thirsty and quick to remind me of my responsibilities and how the service
wasn't the same since Ned semi-retired.
I met her for a drink a few days later in a pub on Manor Street. We
got on grand. Fleur was an absolute doll and she never made me feel small
because I didn't know anything about art. I told her how Ma's grief after
Da died became a noose, but I never said anything about the cruel
business he was involved in.
I had to work the one New Year's we were together, and she came
and sat at the counter in Ned's even though all her mates had gone away
for the craic, the sport. The old ones who are on the way out kept saying
to her, 'Ah, you poor little thing, aren't you all on your own and the night
that's in it.' I'd glance at her and we'd share a smile because the old one's
didn't know we were going together.
But then Malachy appeared. I knew the head on him when he came
into Ned's with Fleur - he was Tim Solan's younger brother. I knew Tim
from school and we were pally for a while. Malachy was in Fleur's
sculpture class and I could tell from the smarmy look on his face that he
was trying to get with her. Ned's was busy, so I was up and down the bar
firing pints at thirsty punters and I could see Malachy with his phone out
on the table showing Fleur all the stuff about The Boy Concannon.
She roared at me through the night for not trusting her enough to tell
her all, and with the dawn I had to let her go. It was autumn and I walked
for hours hoping to find myself in purgatory. One of those days when the
sun shines piercingly low in the sky and the dark greens and browns and
reds in the world jump out so it feels like you're tripping. I'd taken neither
acid nor mushrooms, though the latter of course were in season.
I eat molasses now to remember the taste of her.
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IV
I see Scotch and The Fog and they're talking about the price of a pint in
some new joint that has opened nearby. Scotch says he won't go near the
place again because of the extortionate prices, and to make matters
worse they serve craft porter, which he can't stand. Anyway, he says, he
much prefers Ned's even though he has to look at my mopey head.
Mags and Peggy are old ones, not on the way out just yet but they're
getting there, and they're sitting together drinking cider. Peggy is trying
to convince Mags to go to the karaoke around the corner even though
Mags would much prefer to stay where she is. When Peggy slips off to the
Ladies, I say to Mags, 'P-E-G-G-Y spells danger.' Mags laughs.
There's a crowd in from the art college. I glance over in hope more
than expectation, but Fleur isn't among them. She doesn't come in
anymore.
It's a Thursday, which means tunes. There's a well-known head
playing tonight. Well-known if you frequent certain musical circles.
'Is this the same crowd who are here every week?' Scotch says.
'Nah Scotch, different.'
'All those trad heads sound the same to me.'
'Philistine,' I say and pour him a pint.
Ned has come downstairs for a poke about the place before settling
at the bar for the music.
'How's Ned?' I say.
'All right,' he says and his whiskers curl in harmony with a grin.
Ned has a head of thick white hair, so he needs a comb to tame it. A
pair of thick silver rings pierce either earlobe. He's wearing a black
waistcoat over a white shirt with black trousers and winkle pickers. He
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often reminds me of Sam Elliot as The Stranger in The Big Lebowski. Sam
Elliot might even be as cool as Ned, too.
The well-known head sings a ballad known to the old ones and the
room goes quiet.
Scotch turns to me after he finishes and says, '36 verses he's after
singing there and each one more miserable than the last.'
I wipe tables and pour pints and share a joke with The Fog. I place a
whiskey in front of Ned, but he doesn't notice because he's caught in the
music's rhythm. He closes his eyes and taps the toe of his shoe off the
floor, softly, so as not to distract the players. I let the music burrow into my
heart. Tonight, it's plaintive, and suits my mood.
And I think about Fleur and how wrong I got things. I know now I
should have told her my name is Archie Concannon. I am grandnephew to
Ned, son to Angela and Robbie. I am the spawn of a man with two faces,
child of a killer.
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Rising Star
Lisa Verdekal

She had him alone. Not only no father, but completely alone, outside close
to the ripening watermelons. She could have died from complications, she
knew that, yet she also knew she had no choice. Like watermelon flowers
fertilized by just that one visit from a bumblebee, fruit grew and then ripe
was plucked from the vine. During her labour, she kept returning her focus
to one large watermelon, so ready to be picked. She knew its flesh was
succulent and sweet and filled with seeds. Each time a contraction
returned from agonizing heights she savoured the stillness and the image
of that watermelon. Together they were birthing. Despite its beginnings,
this baby, she felt, would be a sweet child. A presence that delighted, like
thirst slaked by a juicy slice of watermelon. She also sensed it would be a
boy. And after seven, hard hours he arrived into the bright morning like a
treasure released from a chest. A beautiful, shiny, baby boy.
He slipped rather easily, considering the circumstances, from her warm
womb into the warm morning, an immaculate transition. As she marvelled
at this surreal little being, a brief vision of him older came to her.
Handsome and tall like a mythical figure, chest bare in the heat, looking
forward, but feet firmly on the ground. Her heart danced, despite her
efforts to keep it caged. It ran wild with horses, soared with the birds. It
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leapt and sang to the mountains and shook the wheel of fortune like a
tambourine. Jackpot, the perfect prize, a beautiful, baby boy. The wheel
had landed on the lucky number. But with every slap and rattle of the
tambourine, the wheel turned bringing colder images. Seeping up from
her cramping belly. Eclipsing the rising sun. She was alone and isolated.
The worst had happened; there was no going home like this. He had
warned her. You ever bring a bastard baby into this house you are no
daughter of mine. What little family support he offered trembled and
swayed, threatening to crumble. As family goes, he was all she had.
The day she'd found out, really found out, not just a nerve wracking
inkling, her mind and body had frozen with fear. The urine poring over the
plastic stick had produced a positive sign in the small window before the
stream had subsided. If it was possible to be really pregnant, well that's
what she was. She sat unthinking, numb and trembling, and went through
a week on autopilot. Lying in bed one night she finally got herself serious
and weighed up her options. Keep, abort, give up. She tried to give equal
consideration to each option, but it was a ridiculous endeavour, fruitless,
especially her fantasy that a savoir would come. Like clean and powerful
waves pouring across the shore washing away debris, a savoir would
come and smooth things over. A presence to give her predicament
validity. Someone who just by being there made it impossible for
everyone to look down on her. A stream of lightness heading into the
future. Her, the baby, her savoir, acceptance all around. Daydreams
fashioned into ridiculous outcomes, the waves deposited only wreckage,
the odds against her piling up.
It took all her wits and calm to cut the umbilical cord. She was kind of
floaty and buzzy from the birth and this helped her not to think nervous
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thoughts while she did it. Thinking was her constant enemy. She left the
placenta under a tree covered with sticks. So what, if dogs got it. She had
no time or means to be digging. She almost laughed picturing some lady
freaking out cause the dog had dragged it home and was gnawing it on
the porch. No matter, she'd be long gone. She wondered if this ability to
get serious had been a trait of her mother's. Her memory of her had
steadily receded over the years and she had to take out the photo she
always kept with her to get her mother's face in her head. A creased photo
taken in a booth. Her mother holding a baby, her.
She dressed the baby boy in blue, blue for boys, easy. And then wrapped
him in an orange blanket. She wasn't sure why she had chosen orange.
She had spent some time choosing a blanket out of a good selection of
affordable ones. She'd lifted each one to feel the fabric and drape it
around her, envisioning a baby wrapped inside. This was hard to imagine
and she had to study a few mothers with babies to get a clear picture in
her mind. She kept returning to the burnt orange blanket, the odd one out
and finally bought it. She looked at the baby wrapped in his blanket and
felt compelled to call him Star, though she knew it was a girl's name. The
sun was a star though and she considered it to be masculine. Strong yet
comforting like her imaginary savoir. Merciless and harsh, like the real men
in her life.
She dressed, feeling a whoosh of thick blood pour out of her. Grateful she
was young and therefore more able for this; she gathered up the baby and
began walking. Her legs and breasts were heavy and she stopped a few
times along the way to feed the baby and rest. She didn't want to stop, to
slow down and allow in wider thoughts than her immediate plans, but she
knew she must take it easy and that babies needed that first breast milk,
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though she couldn't quite remember what it was called. Also, she needed
the baby to stay quiet if she wanted her plan to work. After seven miles
she approached the borders of the town and felt she better take a look in
the mirror, not to arouse suspicion with a dirty, wild face. Her eyes glowed,
but she kept her mind from really seeing herself, she didn't want to
question herself about what she was doing. Didn't want to look herself in
the eye. Just stick with the plan. She thought it odd that her mind directed
her body yet she could stop it at the same time from really probing into
itself. She moved not really there, but focused.
An eagle flew overhead, hovered. She shielded her eyes from the intense
sun and watched him, he who seemed to be watching her. Was he
admonishing her or comforting her. She wasn't sure. She reached the
town. Across the road was the bus station and just like the other few times
when she had been in this town, the busses were lined up with their doors
open. The drivers, it seemed, left the doors open because of the heat. She
was relieved and thankful; she had counted on those doors being open. It
was all working out.
It was still early enough and not many people were around. Down the road
a shop keeper swept dust out onto the dusty street. A dog barked. Some
garbage lids clanked. But again, she was lucky, the way to the bus was
clear. The baby was quiet, covered and held close to her. Out of the
corner of her eye she saw some passengers gathering in the depot. Not
wanting to push her luck, she entered the first bus in the line out of three.
She didn't even check to see where it was going. She went up the steps,
looked at the empty driver's seat and without thinking, no time for
thinking, walked down the aisle to the back. She crouched down under the
back bench, laid the bundle under the seat, turned and went home.
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The Slincin
R.H. Hildige

Our cottage sat in the saplings, between Coonagh Woods and Coonagh
Plains. We were brothers then, and our older brother Diarmuid was with
us, and times weren't always kind but our brother and us laughed at
unkind things and made rhymes of things that scared us. Our brother said
laughing and rhyming made scary things disappear, and it worked.
We were the sons of a forester named Shane, and we lived with him
and our mother's mother, and Diarmuid. Shane was tall, thin and bald as a
blade, and he loved blades himself. He had a collection of different sized
axes he kept in the axe-room that he'd sharpen every evening for two
hours. We could hear him in the cottage's other room. He'd hum, and
smack his tongue, and sing snatches of half remembered nursery songs.
He wore through four whetstones a year, and his hands were thick
palmed and blue from their use.
Our Nan would listen to him hum 'The Selkie's lost pebble' to his
favourite axe, Eoin Og, her wearing a face that slanted her brow like a
pitched roof. At the end of every line he´d smack his tongue and Nan
would clench herself up.
"There's somethin' not right 'bout dat man. I think he's sick" she
always said, and we always agreed.
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"Sick men sing songs to blades, and use blades to straighten braids" my
brother sang, and we giggled as he pretended to comb his curly hair. The
steady screech of metal on stone stopped. We stopped giggling until it
returned.
Our father dragged home trees in the evening and lay them behind
the cottage in long piles that frogs lived in. Travellers would pass our
cottage, and sometimes stay for a night, paying us pennies for a corner of
our kitchen and a bowl of soup. Sometimes they'd push more pennies, and
get a bottle of the clear our father made in the woods.
If we were lucky they'd tell us stories while my father lulled and
prettied his axes in the next room. Our Nan would sit with her eyes closed,
her lips parting like a dreamers while the traveller told his tale, and she
could recite them ever after hearing them once. Our father would leave
for the day, and our Nan would roll out 'Fionn and his Fish', or 'Medb and
the Great Cow'.
We asked her to teach us to remember like a Nan.
"Oh, I have a quiet place in my head. In between the cupboard and
the wall is a space I slide my stories for later" she said, winking and
tapping her temple like it was a little treat she indulged. "Its good to have
a quiet little space in your head for yourself".
We asked her how to find our space to slide stories, because we
could never remember them after hearing them even twice.
"I found mine while I was running from something. Something noisey.
It was chasing me and chasing me, and I slipped and fell into the space
´tween the cupboard an' de wall, and I fit right there, so I stayed and kept
it" she said.
We tore through the room and the saplings, looking for our own quiet
places under the stools or at the bottom of the cupboard. We even went
as deep into the forest as the whitethorn bushes father told us not to pass.
We dug around in their sharp leaves and found pricks of blood on our
hands but no quiet place.
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We pushed open the door between our room and the axe room.
There was no windows or doors, only a stool and an empty bowl. On the
walls were a dozen axes. The shiniest were closest to the door, and glinted
at us like they were winking at someone they knew. The ones hanging at
the far, darker side of the room didn't wink glints, but hummed rustily at
us to come in. We closed the door and never returned to the axe room,
and stopped searching out quiet places. But we kept our eyes out for one,
and relied on Nan for stories. Except the one she wouldn't tell us.
A big man from Kerry came to our house for a night, and told us of
the Banshee, and her night wailing to let you know of kin's death. Nan
didn't close her eyes and whisper to herself, but pitched her eyebrows like
a roof and waited for it to end. The next day we asked for the story again.
"I won´t, we have no Banshee up here. No´ one. Did you e´er hear a
Banshee when anyone died?". None of us had, and Diarmuid shuffled sadly,
shaking his brown curls.
"I only remember mam dying" he said "there weren't any banshee
screamin'. Maybe someone talkin'".
"Of course not. In the saplings in Coonagh all we have is the
Banshee's groom. He's called Slincin, and he hates noise. He likes nice,
quiet things, outta the wind. Sometimes, in my quiet place, he'll leave me
notes" she said, tapping her temple again. "If you make your own quiet
place, he'll leave something for you too" she said, rubbing Diarmuid's
temple. Diarmuid's blue eyes grew round.
"Oh I don't want that" he said.
"Ah, someday you will" she said.
"The Slincin leaves notes behind my door, I don't know if there's
space for more" Diarmuid sang, and we all giggled, Nan the hardest of all.
#
Things started to change with the monk and the bowl.
Out of the visitors to the cottage, the one Nan liked best was the
quiet monk. Most monks that came to us travelled together. The Laughers
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of Lugh arrived with bulging wineskins and drooped flesh under their eyes
and would drink with father til they were all snoring and draped round the
house. Passing priestesses of Morrigan offered dark stories for small bits of
food, and wouldn't touch drink outside their Queendom, or sleep in the
same house as father.
The monk Nan liked best was red bearded, shaved bald and wore a
brown rag sack as garb. He had one grey eye and one wooden eye that
looked pinkly splintered and made us cringe. But he didn't seem to mind
his splintering eye, or anything else.
He never parted his lips to eat or speak, and seemed to never sleep.
He came every year in August to knock and scratch at the base of our
door for a small wooden bowl. He´d fill it with leaf and tree water and sit it
out the front of our house in the saplings with him cross legged and curled
in front of it, watching the water. We´d wake up in the middle of the night,
glance out the door and see him still sat and staring at the bowl. Father
shook his head and said 'dumb fool' loudly whenever he passed, laughing
at the no response madman monk.
"Who you even worship with no word in your head? The God at the
back of the cupboard?" would ask father. The response would be one eyed
and calmly dull.
Nan would only ever smile happily at the monk and his bowl. "That's a
man who likes the finer things in life. A nice quiet place" she said. Diarmuid
would dance and skip around him like the monk's silent seat was a may
pole.
The last time we saw the monk was when Diarmuid asked him what
he was looking for. We were standing behind, looking at the monk's
sweaty head, and Diarmuid was sat in front of the monk gawking at his
face like we´d gawk at new creepy crawlies we found under the ferns.
"You back here to look for somethin', no? You should go in there, I
find lots of things in there" Diarmuid said, pointing to the forest. The monk
didn't look up from the water. "Its a quiet place you want, there's plenty in
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there too". The monk, for the first time we could remember, looked up
from his water. He nodded. He stood up from the bowl, walked round the
cottage, round the logs where the frogs lived, and into the forest.
Diarmuid had turned white and didn't talk for the rest of the evening.
We asked him what he seen, what he knew, but he just stared at the bowl.
We asked Nan, and she sighed, smiling sadly, and saying nothing. We
didn't ask father, sure he wouldn't know.
In bed that night, halfway between our blankets and sinking into
dreams we heard Diarmuid speak.
"He opened his mouth to speak to me. He opened his mouth" he
whispered into the straw. We asked what he seen, what he said. "Nothing.
Nothing there".
#
Soon after that, on long May evenings, father began taking us into the
woods. He took us deeper than we ever went by ourselves, past the
tangled whitethorn we stopped at when we played here. The forest was
thick and green, and slicked with sweet water. Our pants bottoms were
soaked when we reached the clearing. There were twelve stumps here,
and we hopped from one to the other.
"Here, you. Take that. This one's for you, be careful. I sharpened that
last night and I don' want it dulled like. Diarmuid" said my father, smiling
proudly "I want you to use this. Don't be shy, take him". Father handed
Diarmuid Eoin Og. We recognised him because his head had a band of
rust near its butt.
"This is a nice, quiet place" said Diarmuid looking worriedly at the
trees ringing the clearing. There was a small bird's song on the edges of
our hearing, but nothing else.
"It isn't, it's the place we make wood, so quisht, and get started"
father said, pulling out the largest axe he owned, Eoin Mor. He walked over
to an oak and bent to notch it. He pulled Eoin Mor back and swung himself
into the notch. The head of the axe disappeared into the tree with a sound
63

like breaking bone. Diarmuid clamped his hand over his mouth, and stared
at the trees around us. The sound of the blade leaving the tree was fleshy,
and almost wet. Diarmuid moaned lowly.
"Go on lad" said father, louder. Diarmuid walked to a tree, and
notched it at knee height. He pulled back Eoin Og, and whacked it, making
half the noise our father had, but wincing like he´d stuck the axe in
himself. We walked to two, thin ashes, and notched them.
"The Slincin leaves notes behind the grate, I read his notes when its
late. The notes the Slincin leaves are long,-".
"Shut up" shouted father. The trees swallowed his words, and two
ravens fled from them. Diarmuid watched them fly like he knew where
they were headed. He struck the tree without singing, but mumbled to
himself like Nan remembering stories. He mumbled and cut and shuddered
and shot glances into the woods like he was trying to catch the trees
unawares, to see what they were at. We followed his eyes. He was looking
between the trees, at something we couldn't see then.
We leant ourselves into our trees for hours, our arms sore from the
axes juddering wood. We juddered until sweat stood on our skins and we
could still feel our axes in our grip after we'd put them on a stump to rest.
"Sundown, we can't stay in the woods no more" father said, and we
dropped axe again, and made for the path. Father picked up our axes, but
left Eoin Og. "Boy, don' put that down there. Pick it up and carry it. Are you
tired after a bitta work? The boy's wrecked, is he?". Our father pinched a
heft of Diarmuid's cheek between his thick fingers. The red splotch it left
on Diarmuid's face was shaded blue, in the shape of father's callouses.
Diarmuid picked up Eoin Og and trudged back onto the path.
Nan was waiting in the saplings, at our door. She smiled at us, but
when she saw father and Diarmuid, axes in hand, her shoulders sagged
and she shrunk two inches.
"Oh no" she mumbled, turning into the house. Father snorted and
Diarmuid stared at his feet. We looked east when Diarmuid looked east,
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and saw horsemen's silhouette's touch the edges of the plains, their
shadows longer and firmer than they looked. Father ignored them.
Diarmuid stared. We were closer to the cottage, and followed Nan in first.
She was crouched in the dark behind the door, one eye and three
fingers peeking around. We were watching the horsemen. She was
watching Diarmuid.
#
June purpled the sky and softened the rain till the world all opened up,
and live things grew from dead things, and something green and sticky fell
out of every burst tree and field blister.
Men came to stay and they were summer softened and smiled and
joked with father. They drank our poitin and bought two bottles to take
with them. They never looked with hunger at the cottage, like midwinter
visitors with numb eyes.
They took the poitin, dropped their pennies and rode away with their
saddlebags clinking like a tongue clucking off the roof of a mouth. Father
waved them off, clutched his breaking head together and shook us awake
before sunrise to pick up our axes to trudgingly judder our trees down.
But the poitin bottles came back. We heard the clinking before the
four men. But the bottles were empty and their clinks were a sharp
warning. We all felt it, except father, who scraped away at the day's
dullness too loud to hear even the knock on the door.
They found father sitting in the axe room, and left dragging him
along the floor, the poitin bottle smashed around him, or bedded in shards
in his gashed head.
"Tell us this is yours" said the men outfront the cottage, waving the
other bottle, smacking father. "Ye sold this to Queendom scum. You have a
forester´s contract, but ye've been distllin' in our lord's woods haven't ya,
Shane? Keeping the thirst out of our enemy´s mouth". He whimpered and
crawled away from them through the tall grass and sapling flowers, till the
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longest man stepped on his back and pinned him, wriggling and sneezing
face down.
The other men took Diarmuid by the shoulder, and pushed him first
into the forest.
The long man hay fever sneezed and spittled on father's head, while
birds and crickets filled in the air between the floating pollen.
Diarmuid came back with the three men, and they were holding Eoin
Og and Eoin Mor. Our father shook off the foot with a yell, but the fattest
man butted him with the axe handle, leaving a notch on his forehead.
"We found the still. Its gone now. Our lord said anyone aiding
Queendom rebels will have their foresting revoked" said the long man. Our
father spluttered on his hands and knees like a choking dog. "You still have
the Autumn rights, so wait. We'll be round". They left with Eoin Mor,
dropping Eoin Og by our father's side.
We sat silently after that, our father holding together his head,
cradling Eoin Og. Nan breathed like a split bellows, not able to fill herself
up with even an open-mouthed, gummy breath.
"Its right there, 'tween the wall, full of notes, 'tween the cupboard,
he's writing more, he's waiting outside, I'm 'tween the wall, its quiet here"
she whispered to herself after each gulping gasp.
"Men come and drink our lush, they found it back the whitethorn
bush, men swayed and broke the still, opened mouth and took their fill,
men sprang 'cross the plain, hope they never come again" Diarmuid
rhymed. Nan stopped whispering and her breathing shallowed. She looked
at Diarmuid and worried at her wrist's hem. She was looking at Diarmuid,
looking at us, at the cupboard, at the floor. Looking everywhere, except
the corner where father sat on his stool.
We all avoided that corner, like not seeing it would make the look on
father's face not exist.
#
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Diarmuid started waking in the night. We felt him leave the bed, the
straw rising around us as he slipped out the door. We clutched our
blanket, and rolled together for warmth. Father slept in the axe room since
the men came, but we listened for his snoring first. Diarmuid would come
back, his mouth muttering little words.
We put our faces in the straw, and scratched loudly and rolled over
each other, but we heard him the same.
"He waits behind the trees, he goes where he please. He only goes
the quiet place, under frogs, behind rook face, inside empty bone, outside
he goes alone, Slincin goes where he please, Slincin lingers behind trees.
What does he say to me?". Those were the only rhymes he said now, and
we listened and saved them, and tried to mutter them into our heads like
Nan.
We got hungry as July lengthened, our cupboard's oats and roots
disappearing as the evenings grew too long, and our stomach had more
day time to ache and moan and trouble us. We liked sleep, and would wait
all, long, purple evening for it.
We'd always be woken by Diarmuid leaving us at night and returning
before dawn, and wait in the dark listening to the saplings chirrup, Nan
mutter in her sleep, and father snore.
A night came in July when a soft rain was pattering on our house as
Diarmuid rose. We clutched at the blanket's hem, and wriggled our
fingers in warning at Diarmuid, but he didn't turn to see us, and didn't
pause to hear what we heard.
Under the rain there was no snoring. As Diarmuid left quiet screamed
from the next room till our heads hurt, but Diarmuid didn't hear it, or was
listening to something else.
A small dark stretch after Diarmuid left, our father followed him out
the door.
We clamped our eyes shut, and ignored the hinge squeel and the
torch light that reddened the space behind our eyelids.
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We lay in silence for a long dark stretch, before we drew ourselves
out and crept into the morning. Father was outside at the edge of the
saplings. He was sharpening Eoin Og, for the first time since the men took
away his forest rights. He was turned from us and shirtless. Every bone
stood out on his back like it could break his skin any second. When he
stroked his whetstone over the blade, four bones would pop and click and
we could see them rubbing in his back.
Nan rose with us, and we watched our father's grinding bones
through his skin, waiting. When he was done, he walked back inside
humming, put Eoin Og in his room, and mushed up some turnip, giving it to
us with a smile. Nan picked at it, eating a piece before sliding it into our
bowls.
None of us spoke, just ate our mush, and waited for Diarmuid.
Waiting didn't work, so we slipped into the forest at sundown, our
bellies swollen and stiff out of lack of practice. We hadn't been full in
weeks.
We searched the undergrowth and overgrowth close to the clearing,
searched the long grass, and only found one thing sitting on the stumps.
We kept our eyes on the spaces behind the trees, in case we saw a brown
curl among the sticky greens.
Father didn't look for us, but was sharpening another axe when we
came back, sitting at the edge of the saplings, looking at the plains, and
whistling.
Diarmuid didn't come back, and Nan didn't eat again, and four days later,
just before August put us back in the forest, Nan didn't wake up. Father
spoke the first words anyone spoke in four days.
"I'll sharpen the shovel" he said, and he did. We dug her hole fifty
steps from us, ripping up seven saplings to make space for it. We marked
her grave with a stone on which we scratched a drawing of lips with one
crossing finger, and what the runes for 'ssshhh' probably looked like. It
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would be a nice, quiet place under the rock in the loam, and we put back
two of the saplings we ripped up. They looked like they were taking.
"Come on then. Long faces won't wake her up" he said, touching us
with consoling in his tone. When he touched our shoulders with his hands
we could feel his bone rub against ours, not enough fat on our flesh to
pretend differently now. "She's buried, and they're coming tomorrow to
pick up the wood. Take it. Don't be shy, I'll use another one" he said,
winking like what he offered might fill us up with happiness. We took Eoin
Og and a smaller axe into the forest, up the path to the clearing.
Our father whistled and joked as our axes struck or bounced off the
trees. The judder before reached our shoulder and stopped, but now our
bones lay exposed on our chests and arses and tighs they all ached and
shook in us when we landed a blow. We said nothing, but muttered to
ourselves, looking for something between the trees. Our father's tree
cracked and fell.
"Summer's been tough, but there'll be more travellers in August, and
we'll sell this wood to lord prick tomorrow" he said to us smiling, putting
his blue hands on its bark like he was praying. "This is thick no? It'll get a
price. Maybe we can have rabbit". He laughed and chopped, but as the
day died and we didn't speak, just chopped. His mood grew maudlin and
long.
"Go on, say something would you? I let you use Eoin Og, and you're
not even using him right" he said, his smile cracking and growing wider.
"You're not even using him right and you're not talking to me. I won't
waste my breath then". We nodded, and stared into the trees. We stared
at Eoin Og, and moved him so his head caught the melting light and
shimmered.
We trudged back with our father in our ears.
"Ye'll talk, ye'll talk in days. After you feel better, and forget ye're Nan,
ye'll talk. Don't give me this quiet nonsense" he said, nodding knowingly.
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We rubbed our shoulders as we went to bed, knowing if we didn´t do
something he´d be right.
When he began sharpening, we stowed our axes under our straw
and lay on them with our eyes closed.
We waited till snoring filled the house, reaching every corner. There
was no space behind the door for quiet anymore, and the whole house
moved in time to his breathing. The door swung in and out, the pots
rattled light, the glass bottles in the walls tinkled left and right. Our straw
shifted under us. We clung to the bowl and axes in our hands to stop them
shaking a warning to father.
We didn't have to wake up. We never went to sleep, so tripped right
out the gently swung door. Walking through still summer nights in the
forest are like wading into water. The air is thick and pushing, and live
things float everywhere about you, tiny things that taste you to know you,
then move on. We pushed past the dew sticky ferns and branches,
through the air and tiny midgey biters and flying spiders.
We arrived at the clearing to find it lit up by moonlight, bleached
white and calm. In between the trees we saw white and black shapes
moving. We saw a white flank push between ferns and disappear, and
knew we were doing right.
We took out the two axes, and put Eoin Og lyinging across two
stumps. With the other we notched Eoin Og's handle, just below the head.
The wood broke clean on our first strike. We put the lone head in the
middle of a stump and leant into it, smashing the wood and freeing the
blade. It was beautiful by itself, nothing but sharp moonlight and one ring
of rust.
Its whole face was thin, thin enough to slide into any slim, quiet place.
We took out the thing we'd found on the stump the night Diarmuid left,
and dropped it on the stump we'd found it.
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It was a ruined bitta pulp, something the size of a dormouse.
Flattened and beginning to brown and rot, two flies settled on its tip. We
looked at it, trying to gather some bouldness to start.
We pulled straw from our pockets and put it in the bowl. We rapped
flint together to spark a small fire in the straw, holding the silver axe blade
over it.
We muttered rhymes to put the bouldness in us.
"He waits behind the trees, he goes where he please. He only goes
the quiet place, under frogs, behind rook face, inside empty bone, outside
he goes alone, Slincin goes where he please, Slincin lingers behind trees.
What does he say to me?". The moon moved toward morning. We took the
axehead out the fire.
We slid it into our smaller mouth first, moving its sharpness in the
wet dark, bringing sharp quiet into it. We bent over the stump and let the
dark meat fall out of our mouth. It was born with a black-red afterbirth,
spurted from its severed root.
The burning made our head disappear into pain, but the burning
faded. With white hands that shook over the fire, we held the axe to the
bowl, tensing ourselves. We dipped Eoin into our mouth again, jabbing it
with the heel of our hand until the tongue wriggled free and fell onto the
ground. We passed out together.
When we woke, the moonlight was gone, and the sun hadn´t risen.
We stood up, sick with pain, and felt it. It was in us, in our mouths, in our
heads. We had made a quiet place. We saw a white flank push silently
through the ferns, deeper this time. We picked up the tongue, dropped it
on the stump with the others. We followed the white flank into the forest,
stepping silently through the leaves.
We´re voiceless now, and we walk with the Slincin, searching out the
quiet places, a quiet place inside us.
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