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FICTION






AN CHUIRT KAREN J. MCDONNEL

see them as if | was sitting in front of yesterday’s dinner. | was on the

edge of fifteen when the strangers arrived. Why would you want to
know about it now, | wonder, when I’m nearly seventy-five and all those people from
that time in their graves. All gone. That’s what we’d say to Sorcha, when the porridge
was finished. All gone, Babdg, imithe. The world turns, and comes around on itself, |
SUppOse.

It was May of nineteen thirteen when they arrived. The weather was bad for that
time of the year. | do remember that. They came from the town side, over the bridge
on an ass and cart, with all the fine wooden boxes up behind them. My brother
Peadar, who was eighteen, first caught sight of them. There was a man with them, he
was from the University. He spoke Irish, English and the language of the two ladies.
French. That’s right, French they were. That was a rare sight for us in those days.
Two French women, travelling on their own, mind you. On their own!

The man, his name won’t come to me now, told us that the ladies were at the
Claddagh to take photographs. Of us! | was just out of school. | had a bit of English,
but girl it was all Irish there, then. One of the women was small. She wore the tiniest
boots I’ve ever seen, then or now. Such leather in those boots. She smiled and
pointed at herself and said ‘Maddelen’. Our baba, Sorcha, pointed at my mother and
said, “Mamai’. We laughed and sure that broke the ice.

The other woman now, she was taller. She had fine, wide shoulders. The way she
lifted the wooden boxes out of that cart! Some of the boxes had legs. We hadn’t seen
a camera before then. It was like a strange boxy animal with one big eye. | said
“You’re welcome here’, in English and Maddelen smiled at me. ‘Thank you’, said
she. Only it sounded like ‘Zank you’. Ve got on like a house on fire after that. She
introduced us to her friend, Marguerite. Some from the Claddagh called them
Maddelen and Margaret. | learned the way to say their names. Maddel-en and Marg-
ur-eet. They had lovely smiles, both of those girls. | can call them girls now. | was the
girl then. | think Peadar fell in love, with both of them.

For some days they stayed. The wind was so bad they had to hold down the legs
of the camera box when they were taking the photographs. We stayed still and
counted to ten in our heads. A h-aon, a do, a tri, ‘s mar sin. Sorcha used to close her
eyes when she was counting and they’d be trying to get her to open them. Then we

Those days recall themselves to me now. I bring them up in my head and



would all start laughing, and the French ladies would do the same. They took a photo
of me, in my finery, my red cloak that my aunt Nora made and my mother had
trimmed for me. | sat on the wall outside the cottage, my fresh clean skirt hooked up
over my red petticoat and one of Mamai’s coloured shawls around the front of me. |
had my cloak over my shoulders and the hood up. | didn’t know what to do with my
hands, so I held them in my lap. | remember crossing my right leg over the left. My
mother was shaking her head and pointing at it, but the French ladies shook their
hands to say it was grand, let me be. Then | counted to ten.

Because it was a Sunday and the fishing boats were in, my father, Peadar and
Uncle Patsy took the ladies off in the boat. They went up the bay to Spiddal to our
cousins. They were Kellys too. | know they took photographs there. My aunt, she
wore the red shawl, they loved red those girls. Did | tell you those photographs were
in colour? Well, they were. Very different for those days I hear. Anyway, they loved
the red. My aunt wore her red shawl and sat for them at the old table with some of
fringe-work. Now, you won’t know about that, girl. Awoman would work at putting
fringes on shawls and scarves and maybe a belt. My aunt in Spiddal had her own
wool, and she got seventeen and a half-pence, old money, for each shawl she fringed.
It took her near three days to finish one alone. Ah, you may smile, girl, you may
smile, but that’s how it was then.

They had a good day out in Spiddal. The wind blew up when they were coming
home and they had a hard time rowing. The wind was with them but turning in
towards the strand they had to turn against the waves. The boat started to take on
water. They were so near the strand that some of the other men could see them and
managed to get a currach out to them. They got the ladies in to the other boat and my
Uncle Patsy. Peadar made sure that the ladies boxes went in — he was worried that the
photographs would be ruined. The currach was heavy now so they pushed off and
shouted in for another to come out to them. Those men were kings of the sea, they
were powerful strong. The two currachs passed each other, one heavy bringing home
the women, the other one fighting the tide to get to Dadai and Peadar. All from the
cottages were out on the strand now. The wind bet our faces and forced tears from
our eyes. The boat went over. Only Dadai came up. He went down again and again. |
could hear his shouting for Peadar on the wind. Then the currach men reached him
and dragged him out of the sea. So. That was that. Peadar, imithe.

We got never got him back. And it all happened so close to the strand, you’d
think the sea would have given him up. Girl, don’t look like that. It was a long time
ago. The Claddagh, sure it’s a name only: all history now. That row of cottages seems
like two hundred years ago now. Ahh, they were great girls. They would come into



the cottages and sit by the fire and drink tea, as if they’d been doing it all their lives.
My mother was very fond of them. They cried with her, for Peadar.

You know, they took a photograph of my aunt Nora and her youngest outside
their cottage. | can see the lumpy white walls, clear as day, when | close my eyes.
And the neat mousy brown thatch. And | see my grandfather, Dadai, and my cousin
Tomai, them all in a line on the low wall, counting to ten. History now. All of them.
He was never the same, my poor father, after we lost Peadar to the sea.

I’ve seen you smile while 1 talked into this tape recorder for you. You find it
difficult to believe the stories I’ve told you on your visits. Find those photographs.
Find Mian Kelly on the edge of fifteen. | had black hair, like all the women in our
family. Those French girls used to joke about us being leftovers from the Spanish
Armada. I’d love to see those photographs. The man from the University told us that
they worked for a man in Paris; that lots of people were out in the world taking
photos for him. Imagine, I’'m in a box in Paris, or in an old photo album, | suppose.
I’ve never seen Paris. You go to Paris, girl. | wonder, now, would you be able to see
my chilblains in the photograph? It was a very cold May in nineteen thirteen.



WAIT FOR LANDING DUSTIN M. HOFFMAN

e brought cans of beer embossed with silver mountains over top

\ ; \ / blue aluminium skylines, as many as we could steal from Toby's

dad's fridge and stash in our jeans and coat pockets. We carried our

cargo down 89 to a tight dirt road that dead-ended at the small airport outside our

town. From the trunk of Conner's ‘82 Crown Vic, we pulled flimsy green lawn chairs

and set them in a half-circle of four at midnight to wait and watch for planes to come

in. We waited almost every night. Seamus said drug runners used the tiny airstrip to

bring in massive shipments of high-grade pot, that if we ever saw a plane land, they'd

gift garbage bags of the stuff to keep our mouths shut. It happened to one of his
brother’s friends a few years ago. It could happen to us.

We planned it all out. We'd have a beer waiting for them, raised high to flash the
arctic mountain-scape of beery refreshment, as if we were spectators at a marathon
offering little cups of water, cheering on the last leg of their race. They'd guzzle, the
brilliant tracks of red and white airstrip lights glinting and curving around silver cans
suckled by their chapped, nerve-shattered lips. Then, they'd unload their precious
freight, not neglecting to give us a generous reward. \We'd be their heroes. And they'd
be ours.

Though a single plane never landed, we vowed to wait, forever if needed, to see
the airstrip burst into light, to greet the greatest guests our farm town would ever
know. This was our chance.

One night in August, Toby grounded for missing mountain cans, Conner fixing
his transmission, and Seamus writing a makeup essay about Hamlet—a deal
brokered to earn him a D in English so he could still graduate, even though we'd
walked in June—I brought a girl to our airport. | drove her in my father's new
Silverado. We didn't have lawn chairs or beer, but we sipped from a glass bottle with
no label half-filled with whiskey. I told her our plans for planes, our expectations, our
dreams, as we lay with our backs to the cool grass, legs propped against the chainlink
fence surrounding the airstrip. | wanted to impress her, to bring heat to her soft
shoulder skin that | nudged my shoulder against, but the only heat came from
whiskey burning in my stomach.

As | considered plans for my lips to lull toward hers, to finally cash in my
summer of waiting at the airport, a row of white lights snapped on in the distance. |
bolted upright, my lips cool and dry. Another row of white, then red, sketched paths



over a black field. My eyes cast to the sky. | ached for engine hum. | reached for a
lawn chair that wasn’t there to steady my legs. She didn’t notice and emptied the
bottle in one final drag, then twined her bare toes through chainlink diamonds. An
hour later and still no plane, no landing, no drug runners, no lovers, just the two of us
clinging to the fence—my fingers and her toes.

She got bored, and I drove her home. | never told the guys what | didn’t see, and
they'd never know they missed lights carving through flat, dark field. I’ll never know
if a plane sputtered overhead that night. They were lucky to not have come so close.
But had Seamus and Toby and Conner been there, we would have waited all night
for what was ahead.



WHEN BLACK DOGS SING TANYA FARRELLY

clouds part to reveal a sliver of moon. It casts its light on the wooden

fence that separates Carla’s vegetable patch from the rest of the yard, but
mostly the clouds cover the sky and it is impossible to see the surroundings. For
Carla, this is not a problem. She knows every inch of this land, the position of every
tree and where the earth is uneven. She walks it every night and doesn’t need the
moonlight to guide her.

As Carla stands there she smokes a cigarette. The smoke spirals upwards,
towards the cloudy sky. She puts out a hand and absently strokes the black dog that
stands by her side, black as the night that surrounds them.

“‘Where is he, Bobby?’ she says. “Where’s my boy?’

The dog pushes his face into her hand. She feels the dampness of his nose, his
rough tongue as he slides it along her palm. She runs her hand along his back, buries
her fingers in his thick fur and feels him pressing against her.

In the shed, Carla turns on the light. Sheila lifts her head off the blanket in her
bed and looks at Carla with tired eyes. Six black pups nuzzle her body. Their tiny
paws press into her stomach as they squirm and nibble, pawing and clawing at each
other in an attempt to get their mother’s milk. Every so often, she pushes them away
roughly with her nose.

Carla kneels down and rubs Sheila’s ears. She looks at the pups. Some of them
are sleeping, the others constantly move depriving the older dog of sleep.

‘Don’t worry girl, I won’t touch them,” she says.

She knows the protective instinct of this mother for her young.

Carla turns out the light, steps outside and pushes a brick against the door to keep
it ajar. Slowly, she walks back towards the house, the black dog at her side, his paws
softly beating a rhythm on the pathway through the grass.

Alight burns in the kitchen. Carla pictures Ray inside. She hears the tap running
and guesses that he’s making a last pot of tea before going to bed. It’s strange, him
being here. His coat hanging on the end of the banister, his boots beneath the stairs
where they used to be. She stops in the hall and looks at them, farmers’ boots, mud
caked into the soles and sides; tracks on the lino where he came in from the yard.

The kitchen is warm. He stands at the sink scalding the teapot. He turns as he
hears her come in.

Carla stands in the back yard and stares up at the sky. Occasionally the



“‘Will you have a drop of tea?” he says.

‘Sure why not.”

She sits at the kitchen table. The dog lies at her foot. She takes a Digestive
biscuit from the packet, breaks it in two and gives him half. He arrived three months
ago. They had been alerted to his presence by his late-night howling on the doorstep.
She had put up posters around the neighbourhood, but no one had claimed him and
Lucas had begged her to keep him. The dog developed an allegiance to Carla and
had followed her ever since.

She watches as Ray takes two mugs out of the press, his back to her. He knows
where everything’s kept. Why wouldn’t he? It was his home for almost ten years. It
feels like a lifetime ago.

‘Any news?’ Ray asks.

He sits opposite her, pours tea into her mug and then his own. She shakes her
head and looks away so that he doesn’t see the fear in her eyes. She knows it has
been there lately. She’s seen it as she’s stood in front of the mirror undressing for
bed, trying to block out the voices that tell her that Lucas might never come home.

Ray sighs, lifts the mug to his lips and drinks loudly. For a short time they sit in
silence, each one afraid to voice their fears. When he arrived three weeks before,
they had sat at this table and she had told him everything she could about the last time
she had seen their son. He’d made suggestions, the two of them carrying out their
own investigation that always led to the same place. Nowhere.

‘Have you been up at the Reynolds’ place?’

Ray puts his mug down and looks straight at her.

‘I’ve been outside checking on the dogs.’

“You know you can’t keep doing this, Carla.’

‘I’'m not doing anything,” she says, but she doesn’t look at him when she speaks.

“Tom Reynolds told me that you’ve been going up there. That he’s seen you
standing outside the house at night.’

She says nothing.

‘He says it’ll have to stop. That he doesn’t know anything about Lucas.’

‘He didn’t just disappear, Ray.” Her voice trembles.

“You can’t go accusing innocent people.’

‘Why not?” she says.

He sighs, exasperated, and a small, rational part of her knows that there is some
truth in what he’s saying, that she has no idea what has happened to their son.

‘He felt bad telling me. He said he can’t imagine what we must be going
through, but you can’t go prying into other people’s lives, Carla.’



She looks at the ground.

“You must think I’m crazy,” she says.

‘No.’

Ray stands up and rinses his mug at the sink. He pauses as he walks past,
squeezes her shoulder and she almost puts a hand up to touch his. She raises it a little
and then lets it fall in her lap again.

Upstairs, Carla hears him bumping around in Lucas’s room. She imagines him
getting undressed, sitting on the edge of the bed, looking around at his son’s things
and knowing that he doesn’t belong there. She pictures him spinning the globe on
Lucas’s desk, jabbing it with his finger and wondering where on the earth his son
could be.

Carla sits there and drains the last of her tea. She glances in the bottom of the cup
where the tealeaves are scattered in an uneven pattern. Her grandmother used to read
these leaves. She remembers women coming to the house in the hope of uncovering
their fortunes. She’d never believed in such things. She still doesn’t. She doesn’t
believe that some gypsy woman can reveal the whereabouts of her son, but she is
almost desperate enough to try.

Overhead, the bumping gives way to silence. Ray has gone to bed. She stands
up, slowly, rinses the mug and hangs it on the wooden stand. She takes the black
dog’s lead from a drawer and he rises knowing that it’s time.

The torch bobs as she walks, it’s milky beam illuminating the hedges at the sides
of the narrow road. The dog pulls ahead, his breathing fast and rasping in the night
air. She walks quickly. Her footsteps making no sound in her canvas shoes. She
keeps to the middle of the country road. She has no fear of traffic. Few cars pass this
way, and she will see their lights as soon as they turn the bend at the top of the hill.
The night is thick around them. They push on, the dog leading the woman through
the night.

Eventually, he slows down. He stops every now and then to smell at the edge of
the ditch, pricks up his ears when he hears a rustling in the hedges. Carla listens too.
She knows that it’s a creature, maybe a rat scurrying through the muddy waters, but
every time the dog stops to sniff the air, her heart quickens and she tries not to picture
her son’s body, cold and muddied, lying at the bottom of the ditch covered by
brambles.

Every night the woman and the dog trace the boy’s footsteps. She knows that
whatever happened, happened along this stretch of road, the half-mile between their
house and the Reynolds’. They have combed the area, search teams with sniffer-
dogs, they’ve spoken to all the residents in a ten-mile radius and they have uncovered



nothing. Not one person saw Lucas walking to the Reynolds’ house that evening.

Carla and the dog stop at the end of the laneway that leads onto Tom Reynolds’s
land. His red jeep is parked outside the garage. She stands there and watches the
house in silence, the dog motionless by her side. The curtains are open and she can
see into the living room. Reynolds’s wife is there sitting in front of the television.
She is alone. There is no sign of Reynolds himself or of the boy. Every time she sees
him she feels a tightness in her throat that makes it difficult to breathe. If it weren’t
for the boy, she thinks, Lucas wouldn’t have taken that road.

Carla hears a noise. She stands back, crouches down low, her hand steady on the
dog’s lead. She presses his back gently and he lies down beside her. Tom Reynolds
appears from around the side of the house. His son walks behind him. He opens the
back door of the jeep and the boy stands there, quietly. Carla strains to see what
they’re doing. She hears her pulse hammering in her ears. He takes something from
the back of the jeep, but she is too far away to see what it is. He slams the door shut,
and leads the boy to the garage. He shifts the door and gestures for him to enter. The
boy walks inside, his head down. She hears voices. They have vanished from view
now. She thinks she hears a boy whimpering and she moves forward instinctively,
every nerve-end taut.

She keeps to the shadows of the trees, grips the dog’s lead tightly. She is afraid of
what she might see inside, but she is determined to find out what has happened to her
son. It is dark in the garage. Reynolds has left the light off. She creeps nearer. She
is within feet of the door now. The whimpering continues, but it is not the voice of
her son. In a corner at the back of the garage, she sees Reynolds. He is crouching
over something. Someone.

‘No, Dad, please!”

Reynolds’s son’s voice is a whisper.

‘I won’t say anything, | promise. Dad, please don’t.’

He is crying now. Reynolds doesn’t say anything. She hears the clink of his belt
buckle as he removes it from his trousers, and she stands there unable to move. As
the leather cracks on the boy’s back, he yells out in pain. The black dog shifts at her
side and a low growl escapes his lips. Carla hushes him, her mouth close to his ear.

She stands up, her legs shaking. She considers rushing into the garage to stop this
hideous beating, but who know what Reynolds might do. The only way she can
save the boy is to get away from this place, to tell someone what she has seen. They
will have to believe her now. They will have to help her to find Lucas.

As they walk up the lane approaching her house, Carla sees a figure at the gate.
Her heart quickens. For a moment she wonders if Reynolds saw her after all. If he



decided to follow her here, took a shortcut through the fields to reach the house
before she arrived. She takes the black dog off the lead, expecting him to rush
forward. Instead he continues to walk at the same pace.

“Where’ve you been, Carla?’

Ray’s voice rings out clear in the night. He stands at the gate looking out across
the land and she almost runs to reach him. She tries to speak, to tell him about
Reynolds, but instead the tears come, hot and fast, and she knows, that as sure as the
black dog will continue to walk by her side, Lucas will never come home.
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NETS

MARK O’FLYNN

One thing you can say about the razor wire
when the overnight spiders cast their fishing nets
and the early morning light strikes

at just the right angle,

for a moment the fence is meshed

in shimmering colour like something woven

or stumbled upon, decrepit in a swamp,

and everything to be faced on the other side

for a moment disappears.



THE BUTTERFLY LOVERS

MARK MURPHY

We’ve been stricken by an armada
of butterflies

my love and |

were dozing in the garden

under the red berry trees and pines
when our friends came to pass

Master Chuang knows

only too well

the fate

of lovers dozing

when the butterfly happens past
how the Cloudless Sulphur
and human creature

dream as one

with imperfect acuity
becoming as

indivisible as man and woman
sooner still

than the echoes

of words



THE FISHERMAN'S WIFE DEIRDRE GRIMES

You brought your wife in

in a net

a dark treasure captured at sea

she had been tossing from wave to wave with abandon
S0 you took her home.

Her nakedness tastes clear and briny

like licking mollusks

skin smooth sleek and cold

she still had seaweed in her fleshy crevices
seashells for hair clips tangled

She had lived windswept

on some distant rocky outcrop in some far off bay
which you can still see in the background of her eyes
now she lies on your hearth rug

leaving a pool of sea water on your floor.

Each night you take her moist body,
beautiful to behold

shining in the candlelight or
glowing by dying embers

she gazes into you

and out the other side

and beyond you to the window
which looks out on the sea.
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