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Editor´s Note                                            August 2021

What is the girl on the cover doing? Where is she going? Did she get 
lost? It seems possible that she is re-discovering her neighbourhood, 
strolling, and letting her thoughts wander. It seems equally possible 
that she is not allowed to leave a 5km radius, or that she has no 
home to return to in the first place. When we first saw Connie 
Gavin’s photography, each of us saw a different aspect of their 
Spring/Summer 2021 in it. Now, that Issue #2 is completed, we also 
see many of the other pieces in this magazine reflected by the cover. 
 One is the re-discovery of surroundings, particularly 
nature. Roisin Ni Neachtain’s poem “Spring” reflects such a new 
sense of place: “I name each petal stain on the ground - / Here 
they rest anonymous to your ear / But wake lit as neon cradles 
on a white wall / Each name is hickuped on a wet, grass chord”. 
Joanne Murray’s fashion design project “Biophilia” approaches 
sustainability, proposing that “humans possess an innate tendency 
to seek connections with nature and other forms of life”. There is a 
story about a pheasant and a poem about a goose. Then, the girl on 
the cover is not alone: someone is taking a photo of her. 
 Many of the pieces in this issue focus on connection and 
belonging. Joanne Touhey’s story “Fruit of Your Loins” talks about 
miscarriage and hope – and moved us to tears. Brenda Romero’s 
story “Old Oaks” is written from the perspective of an old woman, 
discovering loss not from a place of pity, but of authenticity and 
empathy. Two pieces centre on mothers. Two focus on homelessness. 
The protagonist in Rachel Aydt’s “Puppet Kite Window” feels 
connected to a neighbour she only observes through her window: 
“I’ve wanted to tell the puppeteer what I know about him. That in 
the middle of the night, when most sleep, I’m up with him. That 
when he keeps his windows open, I open mine.” 
 It has been wonderful to see all these stories, poems, and 
artworks come together for this magazine, and we are endlessly 
grateful to our contributors, who trusted us with their work and 
made Issue #2 possible.

Anet Rumberg, Lisa Heuchemer, and Siobhan Brew
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How to look at a town 
Lucy Holme 

 I heard the church bells hollowing out the sky,
Deep beyond deep, like neverending stars
 - John Betjeman Summoned by Bells 

In the half light, dim-windowed houses 
stand in narrow lanes 
like fortresses against the air.
Hear the hiss of criss-crossed wires overhead,
trace the waves, past crumbling timber fascia
through cavity walls and mouldering skirting boards,
to antique television sets stacked upon VCRs.

Take a photo of a sign on a brick wall 
which urges you to Love the Lee, 
count the amber street lamps—
one, two, three.
You pass the church, a pansy congregation gathers.
Fresh additions creep through concrete, 
holy buds eager to greet the next day’s sun.

Wander, while to walk is free and exercise key
and as your feet connect with pummelled stone
stamp slick oil spots and tender cracks alike.
Collate these images for posterity, 
before you are done. 
 
You reach the chemist, 
green and yellow threshold bright, 
the iron sill and striped awning wound in tight. 
Delicate porches and skewed window frames,
decades old paint-peel on rotten architrave.
Amble at leisure through this slant city wetland
watch the sky turn pink and then a bruised mauve blue. 



Issue 2

2

 Sit under giant cranes which frame the north / south divide, 
while elsewhere, in downtown flats 
and identical surburban parks
the people store their smiles at home for now.
Imprinted with the dictates—
we cannot waste this time,
if there is no more time to waste.  
 
The bins are out. Lace curtains hang askew. 
Roads are empty this evening of traffic queues. 
Paused, but yet alive. This deep harbour town, 
in which the cormorant’s shriek splits dusk in two,
its heart still beats. Though packed in pristine tissue,
muscle memory preserved.
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Bloom
Cadhla Forde
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Fruit of Your Loins
Joanne Touhey 

You indicate right, cut across the road into the narrow entrance. 
You always hit speed ramps too hard. You drive around looking for 
a space that’s not a long-distance walk. Finally, after a ten-minute 
drive, someone pulls out of a space near the entrance. As you walk 
towards the entrance you can’t help but think how much money you 
have paid for parking here over the last couple of years. You start to 
feel nervous. Your nostrils fill with the unmistakable smell. You’ve 
become accustomed to it. As you pass the vending machine inside 
the first door, a lady stands looking, deciding between tea or coffee. 
You want to warn her to not to take anything from the machine and 
to walk to the café on the street instead. No one buys anything here: 
she’s new you think. As you walk, you take the second left and go up 
two flights of stairs. It’s always quicker than walking all the way to 
the elevator. You take a right turn at the top of the second staircase, 
the signage overhead points the way, ‘maternity’. Checking in you 
feel like a pro, you don’t even need to glance as you know where to 
go. You check in, take a seat and wait. Oh shit, you left your book 
in the car. You are too nervous to read anyway, but you like to have 
your book so as you can hide behind it, should you need to.                                        
 You wait anxiously in your chair, looking at swollen belly’s 
and listening out for your name. The woman beside you asks what 
time your appointment is for and you tell her two thirty. She 
responds that hers was for quarter to one, and this makes you more 
impatient. She doesn’t see your bump because your baby is only the 
size of a grape, whereas hers is the size of a melon. She asks is this 
your first check-up and you tell her it is. You know the drill though, 
as this is not your first time sitting here. She tells you that she 
hopes to be finished by three because she has to pick up her twins, 
who are five, from school, and you wonder how she will manage with 
three children under the age of five. But you are happy for her. Her 
name is called and you smile at her attempt to get out of her chair. 
She puffs and holds her right arm to her back. You tell yourself you 
won’t exaggerate when you get that far. If you get that far. You see 
the woman’s belly bursting out of her t-shirt across from you and 
this makes you cringe. You tell yourself you will buy long vest tops 
that you can pull down past your bump. You will not be that woman 
with her bump on display. There’s a couple in the second row across 
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from you, who look to have the same size grape as you. Her partner 
has his hand on her stomach. You wonder is it their first. You will 
not be the woman that allows every not pregnant woman to touch 
your belly. That bump is yours and your husbands.    
 Your name is called, and you jump up too quickly, you 
get lightheaded and so you stand still for a couple of seconds to 
compose yourself. You follow the nurse with the thick folder of files 
to another corridor, happy in the knowledge that nobody noticed 
your dizzy spell. She tells you to sit and wait in the narrow corridor. 
She comes back moments later, hands you a urine sample jar and 
asks you to pee in it. You end up aiming for your hand and you 
close your eyes to concentrate peeing into the bottle. You see you 
got 5ml and that hopefully should be enough. You wash your hands 
and tell yourself it’s something you need to get used to. Pee on your 
hands, that is. You walk to the corridor to where you were sitting 
and there is two other women waiting. You stuff your bottle of pee 
into your pocket, even though you know they have to do the same. 
But who wants to be looking at someone else’s urine? Your name is 
called and you enter the room. You’re told to take off your jacket, 
stand on the scales and step off. You’re asked a lot of questions that 
you now know off by heart because you have been here four times 
already. They ask you when your last period was, and you tell them 
you don’t know when exactly because this is your fifth pregnancy 
in a row. You are frowned at with not much of a look of sympathy 
and you cringe. You must have done something wrong. She sighs 
and jots a few notes down on your file. She asks for your urine. She 
submerges the dipstick in the jar of urine and tells you to sit down 
on the stool for a minute. The dipstick has different colours on it 
and you sit there waiting like a good girl. You are free to go.                                                 
 The dipstick has confirmed you are pregnant, and you can 
go on to get your scan. But not yet. You are sent back to the waiting 
room and there are some new faces, some still the same. You feel 
punished being sent back, having to wait again. You are asked is 
this your first by a woman whose bump is starting to show, size of a 
plum or an apple you imagine. You tell her yes because who wants 
to hear that its your fifth baby when you have no proof of them. She 
smiles at you like you are a child and tells you its her second. She 
tells you she hopes it’s a boy this time, to make her husband happy 
because she already has a ‘mini me’. You think to yourself that you 
wouldn’t care whether it’s a boy or a girl, once its healthy, and you 
hope the woman thinks the same.         
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 You wait another forty minutes, and your name is called. 
Finally, you think. The nurse holds open the door and you enter 
the poorly lit room. A doctor is sitting at his desk and so you take 
the chair in front of him. As he looks over the top of his designer 
glasses at the paperwork in front of him, you glance at the front 
of the file and see your name. It’s as if you’re back in school, the 
uncomfortable silence that was in the principal’s office as you sat 
before them awaiting judgement. The doctor, a man in his late-
forties, well-groomed, as you can tell from his well pressed shirt 
and neatly combed blonde hair. You just want to lie down and see 
your Grape. As he looks at the pages, your hands get sweaty. The 
nurse is setting up a clean sheet on the bed and pulls the curtains. 
The doctor speaks with an unmistakable Dublin four accent. He 
asks you the same questions that you’d answered in the other room 
earlier and so you explain again that you don’t know your dates 
because your Blueberry, Raspberry, and two Lemons stopped your 
periods for the last year to eighteen months. He nods his head and 
asks have you a rough estimate and you tell him probably the size 
of a grape which is about nine weeks because your lemon left which 
was fourteen weeks, about eight weeks before your latest seed 
arrived. He gives you a small lecture on the dangers of replacing 
your Blueberry, Raspberry and Lemons so quickly, but you want 
your Watermelon so badly. You see yourself as selfish now and you 
walk to the bed with a sick feeling.    
 The nurse asks you to lie down and open the button of your 
jeans and lower them a bit more. You think of how long more you 
can wear your jeans while the cold blob of jelly is poured onto your 
stomach. Your hold lay your two hands down by your side and 
look at the ceiling while the transducer is placed on your stomach. 
Your heart is pumping faster and you refuse to look at the screen 
yet. The doctor is silent. The nurse is silent. You are sure they can 
hear the drumming of your heart. The doctor clicks buttons on the 
ultrasound and begins pushing the transducer probe harder into 
your pelvis. This makes you flinch and he tells you to try stay still. 
You can’t wait any longer for this blind date and so you turn your 
head slowly towards the screen. You see your grape but thankful 
it’s no resemblance to one. You see a blob, what may be a head, arm 
and legs. You begin to cry and bite your lower lip. You wonder is 
this real. You look at the doctor and he is frowning. And your tears 
of happiness stop. Your heart beats faster and you ask is everything 
ok. He tells you yes that he needs to do an internal scan as he can’t 
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see your Grape clearly. But you sense something is wrong because 
you could see it clearly. 
 He removes the probe off your belly and your Grape 
disappears. He goes behind the curtain and the nurse tells you to 
take off your trousers and pull the sheet over your legs. Moments 
later the doctor returns. He sits on a stool at the end of the bed. Your 
legs are spread apart and all you can think about is you wished you 
shaved your legs. The nurse tells you to take a deep breath and 
it won’t hurt much. You only had to get this done on Raspberry, 
who left as Lemon, which feels so long ago. The pain reminds you 
of your period pains. A throbbing ache in your lower belly and an 
uncomfortable sensation below you. The nurse tells you to relax and 
you hope giving birth is easier. You turn your head to the screen 
to take your mind off it. You say it will be worth it once you see 
your Grape again. The screen is black and white, blurry. Red and 
blue patches appear and you wonder does red indicate blood. You 
gulp as the transducer is pushed towards your right ovary and the 
doctor asks the nurse to mark where your ovary is. He pushes the 
transducer over to the left and you wonder how far this wand can 
go. He repeats the same to the nurse about marking where my left 
ovary is. You wonder where your Grape is hiding. Finally, the wand 
moves further up and there is your Grape. You don’t know what to 
look for, despite being here more than once. You ask the dreaded 
question and he reassures you there is a heartbeat. He tells you its 
not a Grape, but a Strawberry. So you were wrong by a week. You 
feel relieved. The doctor pulls out the wand and tells you there is a 
few things he needs to discuss with you when you get cleaned up.     
When the doctor and nurse leave you put on your trousers, scrape the 
gel off your stomach and sit for a second to get your mind together. 
Your stomach still cramps, and this makes you paranoid that you 
might be losing the baby and so instantly you panic. You pull back 
the curtain and go sit on the chair on front of the doctor. The nurse 
goes behind you again to print off photos of your Strawberry. He 
writes a few things in your file and tells you he is writing you a 
prescription for Prometrium. You have no idea what that is but it’s 
as if he read your mind. He tells you the lining of your womb is very 
thin. He explains to you that the Prometrium is an anti-coagulant, 
and it flows through the bloodstream, attaching to the wall of the 
uterus helping to strengthen the wall. You gulp and wonder is that 
a bad thing. Obviously if he is prescribing you something for it, 
you think. He tells you they are inserted internally, whichever way 



Issue 2

8

you prefer. He tells you they are suppository’s that can be inserted 
through the anus or vagina. You look at him uncomfortably. You 
notice a picture of him and his wife with four girls, presumably 
daughters, on his desk. You wonder why it’s so much easier for 
others to spit Watermelons out and it’s so difficult for you. You nod 
your head and take the prescription.                             
 You then stand to leave, and he tells you he will bring you 
back in six weeks to check on your Strawberry. You say thank you 
and take your Strawberry’s first photo off the nurse. The nurse tells 
you they have to take your blood before you leave. You comply and 
walk through the waiting room, past the swollen bellies towards 
the room that has the big sign above it, ‘nurses’ station.’ You sit 
outside. Minute’s past and you realise you haven’t looked at your 
Strawberry. Your hands tremble as you open the white envelop that 
Strawberry would fit into. You feel like you’re going to explode in 
tears and decide to shove it back into the envelope.                 
 You’re saved by the bell when you hear your name from an 
older lady in a pristine uniform who would not have looked out of 
place in a nineteen seventies drama. You walk towards her and sit 
on the only chair in the box room. You think how claustrophobic it is 
and pity the ones that are both claustrophobic and faint at the sight 
of blood. You are thankful you are not this person. You have seen 
enough blood in the past year. Every time you come here, you seem 
to progress a little further, hopefully this time you progress all the 
way to Watermelon. You had to skip the nurses’ station the last 
time. Instead, you brought home a letter scheduling your D&C. You 
can’t believe that was three months ago. When you were asleep, 
they stole your Lemon from you and sent it to France for tests. 
You thought about how you never got to go to France yourself and 
wished you could have brought it yourself. Even if only one of you 
could have returned. You wonder will your Strawberry be joining 
its siblings. You quickly remove that thought. ‘All done’, the nurse 
says. You roll down your sleeve. Something drips onto your leg. Its 
tears. You are crying. The nurse feels uncomfortable. You apologise. 
She tells you its ok. ‘Is it your first?’ She asks. No, you tell her. You 
give her your whole sob story.                         
 You tell her that you have been trying for a Watermelon, or 
even a Honeydew Melon because you heard honeydew melons can 
survive with help and care. The nurse rubs your back and says to 
have faith and say a prayer to St. Gerard Majella: The patron saint 
of pregnancy. You suddenly remember your grandmother telling you 



Tír na nÓg

9

that she made a promise to Saint Gerard Majella that if he provided 
her with a male watermelon, she would name it Gerald, or if it’s a 
female watermelon, she would call it Majella. You stand up and 
apologise. The nurse reassures you that she has seen it all before. 
She gives you hope that she has heard Pumpkins, even Eggplants 
being born and surviving. You always thought pumpkins were the 
same size as a watermelon. You look it up on your phone as you 
leave and seen that what the size of a pumpkin is, twenty-nine to 
thirty-two weeks. Has an eggplant really survived at twenty-five 
weeks? When you get to your car, you search google images for what 
an eggplant looks like. You see one in the palm of a man’s hand. 
You see tubes. You see a nappy that fills their whole body. You exit 
google quickly. You feel sick. You get sick.                                                 
 The envelope is still in your pocket and you decide to take it 
out and leave it on the passenger seat. Strawberry’s first drive. But 
now you’re afraid to drive. You worry you’re going to crash on the 
way home, or trip over the curb, or have someone bump into you, 
or eat the wrong food, or a complete random act of god, tsunami, 
meteor shower or even a flood of biblical proportion. You mumble 
a prayer to St. Gerard Majella. You tell him you are not going to 
name your soon to be watermelon Gerard or Majella, but that you 
will donate money to a charity got to do with children instead. You 
Google search a list of charities and pick the first one that comes up. 
You donate money to the Rotunda Foundation. You feel better and 
so you drive home.       
 Your phone rings. It’s your husband. You forgot all about 
him. The man that put your Strawberry there. You remember how 
annoyed you were when he told you he couldn’t get the day off for 
this appointment. But none of that matters now. You answer and 
he says, ‘Well?’ You realise he too is expecting your Strawberry to 
have failed. You tell him it’s not a Grape as they thought but it’s 
a Strawberry, and this one has a heartbeat. He goes silent. You 
picture him rubbing his beard as he usually does when talking on 
the phone. You ask him can he hear you. His voice is hoarse. You 
wonder is he crying, shocked or disappointed. He tells you he can’t 
wait until you get home. You realise you have had two Lemons and 
can’t get excited until you get an Eggplant.    
 You pull up outside a chemist, one you don’t usually go 
to because you don’t want anyone knowing that you’ve to stick a 
suppository in you until you are carrying a watermelon. They hand 
you over a thick package with bullets inside it. You are about to 
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walk away when the elderly pharmacist tells you they are not to be 
taken orally, but internally. You blush and walk away.     
 You get home. Your husband greets you with a hug and kiss 
at the door. He asks for his Strawberry photo. You reluctantly hand 
it over. You feel possessive of the photograph. You are afraid he 
will drop it. You are worried he won’t like it. You realise you’re not 
thinking properly. You tell him you need a lie down. He makes a 
joke that you are taking advantage of carrying a Strawberry. You 
remind him that you haven’t slept in two days because you were 
anxious waiting for the appointment. You walk halfway up the 
stairs and look back down, in through the half open door where your 
Husband had entered. You see him put his finger over Strawberry 
and kiss it. You decide to cry instead of sleep. You hold your stomach 
and tell Strawberry to just make it this time.                                                            
 Your appointment day arrives, and you feel your Strawberry 
has turned into an Apple but are unsure because you think your 
stomach could be growing slightly due to the rice pudding you’re 
eating. Your husband comes this time. You never seen him so quiet 
and ask him what he is thinking. He tells you he just wants this 
appointment over with and you agree with him. You hand your letter 
into the receptionist and she starts typing away at the computer. 
She barely makes eye contact with you and your husband tries to 
make small talk with her. She hands the letter back and shouts 
next. You both walk to the waiting area and sit on the two chairs 
with nobody either side of you. Your husband already starts to look 
at his watch and you tell him it will take a while. Your name is 
called after twenty minutes and your husband sits in the waiting 
area while you go donate your urine.                                                 
 You return to him moments later and tell him you are 
weighing eight pounds heavier than the last time you were there. 
You seem happy with this because it’s a sign of your Strawberry 
getting bigger. But your husband tries to make a joke saying it’s the 
suppositories you’re putting in your butt every day. You’ll make him 
suffer with your bad mood later. An hour passes and your husband 
says he’s going to find someone and complain. You tell him it’s the 
same for everyone. Thirty minutes later your name is called. You 
and your husband stand up, he grabs your bag and walks behind
you.                                         
 You lay on the bed; the curtains are pulled, and the nurse 
puts a blob of the cold jelly on your stomach again. The doctor comes 
in, he says hello and from his demeaner you can tell he is a friendly 
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man who enjoys his job. He has an almost stereotypical thick Indian 
accent. He looks to be in his mid-forties, but it is quite hard to tell 
as his face is continuously alight with a beaming smile. He sits on 
the stool beside the ultrasound. He asks you how things have been 
and you tell him everything has been fine. You leave out that you 
have been to the maternity ward twice because you had cramps, but 
that the maternity nurses reassured you it was just your ligaments 
stretching. He asks you have you been taking the Prometrium and 
you tell him yes.             
 He pushes the probe on your stomach. You had seen online 
that if you have a full bladder, you’ll be able to see your Strawberry, 
now Apple better. You feel like you’re going to urinate yourself 
with the pressure of the probe digging into you. He tells you that 
you’ve a full bladder, in case you couldn’t tell. He moves the probe 
around and there it is, your Apple. You were right, it’s no longer 
a Strawberry. You smile and your husband grabs your hand. He 
stares at the screen at the Apple kicking, and he makes the cliché 
joke of how Apple is going to be a footballer. The doctor takes the 
measurements of your Apple from head to toe and informs you that 
its grown bigger than expected. Your husband asks is that unusual. 
The doctor says you need to get a glucose tolerance test. He tells you 
not to worry but its best to rule out gestational diabetes. He tells 
you that in some cases, the prometrium you’ are taking can also 
cause your Apple to be the size of an Avocado. You see on the screen 
you are measuring at seventeen weeks instead of fifteen and you 
wonder were they just wrong the last time.                      
 The doctor looks over your file to see your family history and 
he tells you to come back in eight weeks when your Apple/Avocado 
has turned into an eggplant. The word eggplant rings a bell in your 
ear and you realise you have just eight more weeks left of worrying. 
If in eight weeks your eggplant decides to cause problems, its 
possible it will survive with some help. You may not be able to help 
your eggplant on the inside but there are specialists that deal with 
eggplants on the outside. Your doctor says he will bring you back in 
four weeks so he can estimate the size of your baby and make sure 
everything is going along smoothly. He tells you to see your GP in 
the meantime.                                                
 You leave with your letter and new photograph. You are not 
sure whether to call it an Apple like it’s supposed to be or Avocado. 
You hand your letter to the receptionist who prints you two letters. 
One for your scan and one for your diabetes test. You thank her and 
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walk towards the exit sign.                                             
 You make an appointment in the car to see your doctor 
the following day. She asks you for your pregnancy card and you 
explain you have forgotten it. How did you forget it, you wonder? 
You tell her you know all the details on it off by heart because you 
study it after each appointment as if you’re going to have an exam. 
She takes your blood pressure and tells you its slightly low. She 
checks your weight. You have been keeping track of your calorie 
intake so you know your weight will be fine. She gets you to lie 
down on the bed. She begins feeling your stomach and you tell her 
you keep getting sharp pains in that area. She reassures you it 
could be your ligaments stretching and then you remember you use 
to get them pains before you were ever pregnant. She said you may 
have a cyst and its worth telling the radiologist to check on next 
scan. You feel like you’re overreacting. She puts the fetal doppler 
on your stomach. She moves it around. You are certain she is going 
to hear yours beating harder as you being to wait anxiously to hear 
your Apple/Avocado’s beat. Seconds feel like minutes. And there it 
is. Your Apple/Avocado is galloping on a horse. Your doctor smiles 
and tells you what a strong heartbeat it has. She gives you all clear 
and you leave feeling relieved. You wish you had a recording of the 
heartbeat. You would put it as your ringtone. You keep that thought 
to yourself.                         
 There is a message from your husband to ring him soon 
as your appointment is finished. You wonder is there something 
wrong, but he just wanted to know was everything ok. You tell 
him you got to hear Apple/Avocado’s heartbeat and you sense his 
jealousy. He asks have you eaten anything today. He’s been acting 
like your dietitian since your doctor mentioned the word diabetes. 
You tell him to stop worrying as you put back the third dairy milk 
bar that day. You reassure him you had porridge for breakfast, soup 
for lunch and that he can cook you both dinner when he gets home. 
You know this reassures him. Then you know when he goes to the 
gym you are going to puke it up. You promise to your Apple/Avocado 
that its Daddy is a good cook, but it doesn’t seem to agree. When you 
pick up a piece of fruit your stomach churns. Cannibalism you hear 
it say.  Really? You say.                                         
 Over the next four weeks you continue sticking the 
suppository inside you. And even though you don’t have your 
periods anymore, you need to stick a pad on for the first day or two 
because of the white substance the suppository leaves you. You scan 
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through your week-to-week photos and see your bump is starting to 
become noticeable when you have no top on. But it’s still hidden 
when you put clothes on. You wonder how that works, considering 
there is more layers on you. You send your latest bump photo to 
your mother and sisters. They reply with, ‘Oh, how cute.’
 Your appointment is tomorrow. No sleep for you tonight. 
You toss and turn. Your husband is snoring, and you wonder how 
it’s only now that it’s becoming irritating after nine years. You push 
him on the shoulder. He turns around and asks what that was for. 
You tell him you can’t sleep because he is snoring. You know that 
is a lie. You can’t sleep because you are afraid the doctor will find 
something wrong during the scan tomorrow. He apologises and 
continues to snore.                                                 
 You sit in the passenger side, with a book list of baby names 
and meanings. Your husband worries its too soon to pick a name 
and think he might be right. You prefer to label it as a fruit until 
it’s a watermelon. Then you can’t jinx it. And just when you think 
that, you feel a flutter in your stomach. Not a flutter. It was a kick. 
You pull your husband’s left hand over to your stomach. He says 
what is it. You tell him you felt a kick or movement. He pulls the 
car over. You wait at the side of the road with both your hands on 
your stomach. You wait ten minutes, but nothing. Your husband 
continues driving to the hospital. There are no more movements, 
and you wonder was that going to be the last you feel of it?                             
 You are back seeing the same face at the reception and this 
time she doesn’t ask you any details. You are a regular now. You 
sit and wait. When you are called you begin to feel sick. You tell 
yourself it’s just nerves, but then all of a sudden you vomit. You see 
some people in the waiting room jump up out of the way and others 
covering their noses with their tops or hand. You apologise and ask 
for tissue or something to clean it up. The nurse tells you it’s fine, 
someone else will do it. You feel terrible and embarrassed, but the 
nurse is guiding you into the room. Moments later she brings you a 
glass of water and asks are you ok. Your husband tells you that you 
are very pale, and you tell him you feel fine. But really you feel like 
shit and you are exhausted.         
 A different doctor walks in and looks at your file. He 
asks a couple of questions and asks why you are on Prometrium 
suppositories. You wonder why he can’t just read the file properly to 
see why, rather than you having to explain it all. Thankfully, your 
husband senses you are too tired to explain and so he does it for you. 
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He nods his head, holding one hand up to his mouth. He asks how 
many weeks you are and you want to shake your head at him. You 
realise you’re giving him a hard time inside your head and tell him 
you are nineteen weeks but that the last time the doctor told you 
that you were measuring two weeks more than you were supposed 
to be. He says the dates could be wrong and he will have a look.                             
 You refuse to look at the screen again, but your husband 
is glued to it. You know he is nervous too because he is gripping 
your hand tightly. When you see him smile you decide to look at 
the screen. The doctor tells you it is now a Papaya. The doctor tells 
you that your due date is just a week earlier now. You ask him is 
everything ok with your Papaya and he tells you he can tell you 
if it’s a male or female Papaya. You look at your husband who is 
smirking like a child. You decide you both want to know, and the 
doctor tells you it’s a female Papaya. You look at your husband to 
see his reaction because he was so convinced it would be a male. 
He doesn’t seem to mind. You both release a nervous giggle and 
continue to look at your female Papaya on the screen. She is moving 
her hands and legs around. Tears spring to your eyes.                     
 Another photograph is printed of your Papaya. You stare at 
it while you walk back to the chair. The doctor says he wants to start 
you on aspirin. You question why and he tells you it will help reduce 
the risks of clots. Because your previous fruits left you, it’s safe that 
you go on this until your Papaya turns into a Watermelon, and then 
you can stop taking them. You feel reluctant to take them but if it 
helps your Papaya grow into a Watermelon then you are going to 
comply. Your husband drives you straight to a chemist to get the 
aspirin. You look up the side effects on google. The first thing that 
comes up is how aspirin most commonly prevents stillbirth, fatal 
growth restriction, preterm birth, and early pregnancy loss. You 
run into the chemist to get them and refuse to look for any faults for 
the drug.                                 
 As you drive for home you try to mask the worry by thinking 
of tonight’s dinner and what’s on TV. All you want to do is look at 
anything baby related: cots, clothes, scare yourself with conditions 
you have never heard off. Of course, you won’t tempt fate by looking 
at nursery ideas. You pretend all is fine, force down some food, 
watch crap TV and read. Followed by another sleeplessness night 
only to wake in the morning afraid to move until you sense some 
movement. Your life for the next few months. Hoping that this time 
it is all worth it.
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Out of the box
Rukmini Kelkar
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Irony
Rukmini Kelkar
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Smell the Soil
Shelley Corcoran 

The puffball disperses my aspirations,
carrying hope, letting the day dream.

The offspring, unsure of their destination
 trust in the breeze, they will arrive.

Any notions my wishes will not transpire
are not considered, the seeds float carefree.

Today, I’ll let the future be
bury my feet in the earth, smell the soil.
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Contemporary Irish Landscape
Vincent Kelly

80x120 cm
Acrylic on canvas
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Puppet Kite Window
Rachel Aydt

 From my bedroom window, which looks out from the back 
of my tenement on the top floor, I can see the small aisle of land in 
between the blocks of East 3th and East 4th Street. In the window, 
directly opposite, a puppeteer works at night. He takes large 
swaths of pulpy paper and dips them into watery colors that run 
into one another. Rust-colored with orange, red, and pink drips, like 
a sunset. The puppets aren’t animals; there are no faces. They are 
transparent, thin skins stretched across canvas frames hung to dry. 
On my tougher nights, they’re human, strung by the killer across 
the way whose name I don’t know, and who doesn’t see me looking 
into his windows. I know to look when my lights are turned out.
 On other nights, when I’m content with the evening that’s 
unfolded, I see the large paper hangings and believe they’re kites 
hanging up to dry, not sinister human skin puppets. Someday, 
they’ll be attached to strings, and walked over to the East River 
park by a group of school children who will still be wearing jackets 
in late March when the wind picks up. 
 In his windowsills, house plants grow toward the light; wiry 
geraniums, with a smattering of succulents clustered around them. 
At night they cling sleepily to the glass windows. They haven’t 
flowered, but they could someday. 
 I’ve never seen the face of the puppeteer. In shadows, I’ve 
seen a head of grey hair, moving slowly across the space, hovering 
midway up the wall, short in stature. He seems to only work at 
night, but then again, I can’t see inside his window during the day 
when his rooms are not illuminated. He wouldn’t see me, either, as 
inert in my space as I am. My little apartment a wrecked ship, its 
contents arrayed in chaos, of my stagnant days numbering in the 
thousands.
 At one time, I knew others on night shifts: cab drivers, 
bakers. They move around among the darkened layers of the 
city. Their collective hum creates energy in the subway at darker 
times; in the 24-hour delis; at lonely middle-of-the-night breakfast 
counters. They live in reverse from the rest of the world. They’re 
not the plants reaching for the sun, but the glass windows that they 
cling to in the nighttime hours.
 If I told my secrets to anyone it would be the puppeteer. 
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Secrets so secret I don’t know them yet. I wonder if he could ply 
them from me and give them a shape. Drape the wet paper over my 
face and let it settle in the folds of my skin. Watch as the secrets 
formed and hardened into truth, my hands too, captured by his 
pulpy strands of paper mache. 
 It’s been so long since I’ve stepped out of these rooms, into the 
hallway, down the stairs, through the vestibule. Months since I’ve 
set foot in the outside world. Delivery boys bring me my medicine 
and my meals. They take my dirty linens and bring them back 
folded. They ascend the staircase with bags of medicine and takeout 
in hand, and descend with quick goodbyes, their faces turned away 
from mine. Rarely are they the same people; I prefer it this way. 
 The building’s mailboxes tick off the last names of my 
neighbors: Lee, Blackman, Guiterez, and another little box that 
reads “Little Brothers.” I don’t know who the little brothers are, but 
once heard that they were priests. No one ever seems to come in or 
out of 3A. The one time I saw someone leave, several years ago, he 
introduced himself to me as “Bart, from Poovar, at the bottom tip of 
the Indian peninsula.” I wondered if it were short for Bartholemew, 
and then wondered who would name their child Bartholemew. I 
never saw him again, and figure he returned back to his peninsula,  
all of the Little Brothers packed on a plane in their black robes with 
oversized hanging wooden crosses knocking over little airplane 
drinks.

 There’s a space in between buildings that runs about fifteen 
feet wide, from one end of the long avenue block to the other. 
Each building’s backyard is cordoned off with its own fence, some 
wooden, some barbed, some stone walls capped with broken glass 
to deter pigeons or burglars.  At the end of the block’s interior is 
a historical marble cemetery. An imposing stone wall opens up to 
three acres of grass and trees. Etched marble plaques hang on the 
wall, marking the vaults with family names and roman numerals. 
If I were a bird, I could step outside of my window, perch on my fire 
escape, and fly there. The marble cemetery opens to visitors once a 
month. Volunteers sit perched on plastic chairs dragged out from 
the adjacent funeral home. 
 I’ve wanted to tell the puppeteer what I know about him. 
That in the middle of the night, when most sleep, I’m up with him. 
That when he keeps his windows open, I open mine. The air is 
cleansing, and a scratchy radio emanates from his room into mine. I 
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can’t always make out the words of his old songs, but I can imagine 
them playing a long time ago, before the marble plaques were hung 
on the marble cemetery walls.
 At watching time, I gazed into the window of my friend. His 
light was on, but it was a sharp fluorescent glare, not the natural 
orange glow from his usual incandescent. The apartment was 
empty. There were no puppets or frames or long sheets of ink and 
paint-blotted paper. There were no plants in the window. Worst 
of all, there was no bobbing head with silver strands appearing in 
quick drifts before disappearing behind the hangings. 
 The light stayed on all night, the room taking on a sinister 
hollowness as the hours crawled on. I went to sleep and awoke for 
a drink of water and it was still on. I woke up in the early morning, 
before sunlight, and it was still on. No one was there; nothing was 
there. 
 In the morning, I decided to take my leave. I got dressed 
slowly and deliberately. One foot into a pair of pants, and then the 
other. One arm into a crisp cotton button-down blouse, then the 
other. I rolled up my sleeves and put on my shoes. It was raining, 
and I took care to bring an umbrella, even though I never liked 
them because they remind me of sharp-tentacled octopi, ready to 
impale passersby. I descended into the street and kept my eyes to 
the wet sidewalk, counting my steps, clinging as close to the passing 
buildings as I could. Counting up to one hundred, and back down 
again to one. I turned one corner, and turned once again, and took 
a slow, deliberate walk past the puppeteer’s building. I’d marked 
which one I was looking for by the color of the brick, a deeper shade 
of burgundy than the others. I walked up the stoop and peeked 
through the vestibule window, spotting a little foyer with a second 
door. I pressed the first door and it opened. A string of buzzers were 
numbered 1, 2, 3, 4. F, R, F, R.  Front, rear. Front, rear. His would 
have been the fourth floor. Next to the button 4R button was a name, 
printed from a label maker. “Giacomo.” My puppeteer was Giacomo, 
and he lived in apartment 4R, and he wasn’t there anymore. 
 When people die in our apartments, stacked one atop 
another, a rhythm kicks in. If put to a soundtrack, it would be a 
soft shuffling back and forth and a knock, knock on the door. Then, 
another set of heavy steps upon the stairs, and another right behind. 
A key turn, the creak of a hinge, a groan from the stench--the death 
is discovered. Then, a pause from the noise, before the turnover 
takes place. The apartment is cleaned out—the loud ripping sound 
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of packing tape and furniture dragging and the hoisting down the 
steps, the heaviest breaths. The stacks of books and ragged clothes 
look so out of their ilk, towering ruins on the sidewalk. Then, come 
an army of porters, with their mops and plaster and paintbrushes, 
paper floor protection taped across the threshold. Then, the new 
tenant up the stairs with boxes and furniture scraping the stairwell. 
They’re more private than the former tenant, cagey even, unwilling 
to break New York’s assumed boundaries. When one neighbor 
disappeared, the rancid smell of sulfuric cabbage wafting from their 
apartment left with them.
 I stood in front of the buzzer and thought of Giacomo. I said 
his name slowly, over and over again. I could return to the stoop 
early in the morning, when people were leaving for work, and wait 
for him. I could ask after him, feign a friendship. There was no beat-
up furniture on the curb, no painter’s uniforms in site. 
  At the funeral home around the corner, I looked inside and 
checked the bulletin board with the rotating names of the dead. 
Giacomo, Gallery B. It was odd to think of viewings in funeral 
homes taking place in “a Gallery.” The viewing was scheduled for 
6:00 p.m. It was 9:00 in the morning. 
 I am quiet when I don’t want to be seen, the opposite of 
the drumbeat of apartment death. I can slide over a floor without 
being heard, gliding lightly on the balls of my feet. I moved past the 
vestibule, found the door marked  “B”, and slipped inside. A grey 
carpet muffled my presence. On a trolley with wheels was an open 
coffin. A pine box, joined nicely in dove tail. Inside the coffin, a man 
smaller than I would have imagined with a head of silver strands 
and a beard. In the pocket of my raincoat was a coiled-up piece of 
string I found on my last outing. I moved my hand inside of his 
jacket and placed it near his heart. Giacomo, I whispered to the cold 
skin. I left before anyone noticed me.

 In my dreams, I saw him on the street, shuffling along 
the sidewalk in oversized, worn black leather shoes with Velcro 
straps. If he were an equation, it would be hobo plus vaudevillian. 
He grumbled to himself. He carried a paper bag, with odd ends 
of ragged paper poking out from the top. The colors bled into one 
another, as they did in his window. Oranges into pinks into purples, 
melding into softer neutrals. Blurred, nonsensical. 
 I wished he would drop something so I could approach him. 
“Excuse me,” I’d say. “Did you drop this thing?” and he might say 
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yes, or he might say no, but possibly thank you, and even more 
possibly, have I seen you? And I’d say, Maybe, because I live around 
the corner from you. But then I’d be admitting to him that I knew 
where he lived, and I didn’t want to do that. So, I’d say instead, No, 
you don’t know me. But I’d always wish you knew me, and wish that 
I knew you, and I’d adore your kite puppets in the schoolchildren’s 
hands, and even though you’re grumpy and rumpled, I’d think 
whatever’s in your bag is like a sunset, and I’d follow you down East 
3rd Street and across the Bowery and onto Bond or Great Jones 
Street. I’d tie a string to the paper and see if it floats. I’d brush 
your hair. I’d tighten the Velcro strap of your shoes. I’d slip them 
onto my feet. I know you so well, even though you’ve never seen 
me before. I know you so well, I can tell how many breaths come 
in and out of you every minute, matching the brush strokes of your 
paintbrush. Your name is Giacomo. And you’re not laying in that 
coffin around the corner in the funeral home next door to the marble 
vault cemetery. You are curious about me and we become friends. I 
can wear your shoes and your jacket like a second skin.
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Inside of Me
Joachim Spruch
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The view of a sideways girl
Lucy Birmingham

You look taller,
from where I lie you seem
        Big.
Taller than I, lying at eye level with a chair,

 the muffled laughter and song from 
 below breaks my soul.

Christ.

You look far away
a gaping hole in my wall,
my escape.
       I am too
       small,
       A weak 
      being, unable to 
      leave. 
       I envy you.
       I can’t get up 
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Death in the Afternoon (Page 277 and beyond)
Elena Bernal Donnellan
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Death in the Afternoon (Page 277 and beyond)
Elena Bernal Donnellan

The Unseen Scenes
Jason de Koff

The rusting hulk of machinery,
lay in a field of foxglove and johnsongrass,
that nearly concealed it from sight,
of highway passersby.

Not that they would have seen it,
as more vivid images,
were displayed for their glazed over eyes,
disengaging them from the world outside.

That world required more thought,
and provided few ready answers,
unlike the storylines and action sequences,
they were used to.

It could be messy,
and sweaty,
without the assured rewards,
that levelling up provided.

That outside scenery,
was merely a backdrop,
as their inner machinery,
grew its own weeds within.



Tír na nÓg

29

Yes to the senses
Yes Plus (Claire Murphy and Holly Delaney)
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SONG OF NATURE
Roisin Ní Neachtain 

I. The Sky 

Watch 

Cloud-cluttered carapace 

Protecting each turn 

Twisting nerves 

Frayed like filaments 

Playing arms in the borealis 

Watch 

Promises of lovers 

Split 

Spit-rippling through her vast fluency 

Undulating and teasing the night 

In smoke and flames of dust 

Watch delusion 

Play dream lies

Bitter as an oyster shell 
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Slip stroking skies 

Cool as your iced height 

And fall apart in a blush upheaval

II. The Storm 

Kick my breath

Volts somersault on my tongue 

Kick our blindness on its serrated edge 

Kiss each birth of rain

Fat and broken like God’s tear

Bury light under our feet

Razor cut through each shell-skin

Shards dug in dazzled flesh
 
Blast ashes of the earth

Jealous glass-eye of the night

Dance in mirrors

Dance in falls
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III. The Garden 

I name each stem cut from its head

Vertigo and Extinction 

Each name lesser than before

Hope bent from foot to foot

Tight cries over a shallow grave

I name each petal stain in the ground –

Here they rest anonymous to your ear

But wake lit as neon cradles on a white wall

Each name is hiccuped on a wet, grass chord
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it’s what I imagined
Yes Plus (Claire Murphy and Holly Delaney)
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Spring
Roisin Ní Neachtain 

My spring has passed
I look for visions here of small fists, small cries
All of you I will never have 

My spring has passed
No seeds were sown 
No light made a future 

My spring has passed
Remember our want for you 
Grief of my heart, throned flowers 
Your gasps, your gurgles 

My body has lost 
Closed at mind’s dark 

But I hear your voices beating in my flesh
Echoes in my meditation 
Shadows rested, risen and undead 
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Biophilia 
Joanne Murray 

The biophilia hypothesis suggests that humans possess an innate 
tendency to seek connections with nature and other forms of life.

My project explores Biophilia in relation to the Fashion Industry. 
I identify the harmful effects of the fashion industry on our 
environment and explore how the fashion industry can avoid 
pollution and promote sustainable design. 

My initial focus was on the dyeing industry. I experimented with 
natural dyes and learned about eco printing. From here I made 
textiles that promoted zero waste design. 

Finally I designed, constructed and illustrated a conceptual 
garment from willow branches and fabric dyed using turmeric, that 
embodies a conservative use of natural materials.
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Walkies
Ross Walsh

Striding along the gritty uneven road, my body becomes a creaking 
sled dragged forward by the bounding husky straining at her lead. 
Boots hit the ground like a hammer on the anvil of a blacksmith’s 
forge, at a pace I’m not quite used to even now, 5 years on from when 
she was a tiny ball of fluff in my arms. This fast paced power walk 
is a compromise, between her instinctual desire to drag me through 
the hard-packed snow towards our destination, and my insistence 
that there’s no snow to glide over and roads require a slower pace. 
Leaving the road, great oaks rise up to stand guard at the mouth of 
the forest, wrinkled bark reminding me that they are older than I 
will ever be, and my many walks here with my energetic dog have 
taken place in the blink of an eye for them. As always, they let 
us pass. We walk over the leaves they’ve shed to carpet the soft 
earth in shades of brown. I release her, and her powerful, fluffy 
body arcs through the air, hunting down the newest scents of the 
trail, the ones that weren’t here yesterday. Two legs can’t keep up 
with four, but I relax into the leisurely pace that I can only enjoy 
on this stretch of our walk. She won’t go far, I tell myself. The path 
we’re on cuts through the forest, as if nature rose up just once to 
challenge man and left the fight with a jagged scar across its face. 
Now tiny flecks of diamond fall slowly from the sky onto that soggy 
forest carpet, and for a second I wonder if I left the threshold of my 
home and wandered unwittingly onto the plains of Jupiter, where 
rains of gemstones are a common thing. So I’ve heard. Ahead of me, 
my husky stands waiting. Inside her head she’s still that tiny ball 
of fluff that I would carry around for no reason other than to hold 
her close to me. But standing between two giant oaken soldiers, 
she seems to hold more of her ancient lupine ancestry than any 
other. Regal amber eyes gaze into my own, even from this distance. 
Another might see wisdom beyond her years or species in those 
eyes. I know she just wants me to hurry up.
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The Pheasant 
Robyn Gill

When I was younger, I liked to dig holes. 
 I loved the satisfaction of digging my shovel into the soil 
over and over, flinging dirt over my shoulder and scattering it over 
my mam’s flowers. My aim was to dig a hole so big that I could 
build myself a little house inside it, a secret lair under the grass. I 
imagined walls of smoothed soil, chairs constructed from the earth, 
a whole world beneath the surface of my garden. 
 I didn’t mind dirt, I didn’t mind it caked beneath my 
fingernails, staining my clothes, covering my shoes. 
 I had a shovel with a yellow handle, that looked just like a 
shovel for adults except it was smaller, the handle fit neatly between 
my closed fist. 
 I would spend hours digging. 
 The next day, the little hole I made would have disappeared, 
the ground even, and I would start from scratch. My parents told 
me that was what happened to the garden overnight. Holes filled in; 
dirt poured back to where it came from. It was only when I was a 
teenager that I realised my dad used to fill in the holes while I was 
asleep. He wanted to protect the garden from me and my shovel and 
my intense desire to dig. 
 The last time I ever dug a hole in the garden was with my 
parents. After that incident I was afraid to go digging there again, 
afraid of what I might find. 
 I was eight years old. 
 It was the first time that my parents ever asked me to tell 
a lie, ever told me that it was okay to do so. It was my first close 
encounter with death. The first time I felt its feathers brush against 
my skin, smelt its stench seeping into my nostrils. 

It was a bright October day and my great uncle Jim called over 
unexpectedly. 
 He only ever really called over unexpectedly. He never came 
to the family occasions we invited him to, though we always left 
a place for him at the dinner table just in case he showed up late. 
He came to my brother’s communion party exactly on time, but the 
day after it happened. He even brought a card with money inside, 
strange and large coins that neither of us recognised. 



Tír na nÓg

41

 I liked my great uncle Jim. 
 He wore big sturdy boots and heavy shirts and had a distinct 
smell which reminded me of a dark shade of green. 
 He had a passion for hunting which both fascinated and 
terrified me. Once, he let me hold his rifle. I ran my fingers over 
its gleaming surface, feeling its heaviness in my arms. It looked a 
bit like the toy guns that some of my friends had, except it was big, 
with real polished wood, instead of flimsy plastic. I still remember 
my mam’s face when she found me perched on Jim’s knee, pressing 
the cool metal against the skin of my cheek. He promised that when 
I was older, he would take me hunting with him, but I was relieved 
by my parents’ protests. It was fun to hold the gun in the hallway, 
but I didn’t like to imagine it pointed at a bird in the sky, the ensuing 
bang, a flurry of falling feathers.  
 That Autumn day, Jim called to our house with a pheasant 
flung over his shoulder. My brother and I ran out of our room when 
we heard the doorbell, hoping it would be someone exciting. We 
stopped midway down the stairs when we saw Jim in his large boots 
with his large bird. 
 He presented it proudly to my mam, whose feigned pleasure 
seemed to be convincing enough to satisfy him. He smiled and 
declined our offer to come in for a cup of tea. They chatted for a while 
in the hallway while my mam stood cradling the pheasant in her 
arms like a baby, her white knuckles clutching at the feathers. My 
dad did most of the talking, his eyes drawn inadvertently towards 
the bird, glances that punctuated each sentence he uttered. They 
talked about the weather, touched on the current political situation 
in a vague, disapproving way and I wasn’t quite sure if they were 
agreeing with each other or not. My brother and I sat on the stairs, 
silently transfixed. Then, as suddenly as he arrived, uncle Jim 
waved up at us and said goodbye, heading on to god knows where, 
perhaps to deliver more pheasants. He never really told you where 
he was going, or where he was coming from. Let me know how 
you find it, he called, as he closed our front door behind him and 
went whistling down the street. My parents stared at each other, 
stunned, taking the occasional timid glance at the pheasant, as if 
hoping they might look back and find it had disappeared. 
 Eventually, they left it on the kitchen table and told us not 
to touch it or let the dog anywhere near it, for god’s sake. We only 
waited a few minutes before sneaking into the kitchen, closing the 
door firmly behind us and staring at it, speculating about its age 
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and name in low voices. 
 I was both amazed and appalled by it, the colour of the 
feathers, its beak, its claws, the heavy weight of death slung across 
our kitchen table. I overheard my parents’ hushed conversations, 
talk of plucking, fears of blood and entrails consuming the kitchen. 
My dad insisted that there was no way he was going to eat that 
thing. Well, my mam said, what on earth are we going to do with it? 
I was complicit in the crime that occurred. 
 I had always loved digging, but I had never dug a grave 
before. 
 That evening, after dinner, frozen pizza that we ate perched 
on our laps in the sitting room, my brother and I were building a 
pillow fort in our bedroom. I was on the top bunk, tucking a sheet 
under the boards of the bed, so it would drape down and conceal us 
from the world. Underneath, my brother tossed pillows up into the 
air and let them fall on his face. I glanced out the window and saw 
my parents in the garden, the pheasant at their feet, the light fading 
around them. We watched them for a moment, wondering what we 
were witnessing. My dad picked up a shovel and began to dig. We 
raced down the stairs, and out into the garden. We demanded to 
be included in the operation. They looked at each other. My mam 
shrugged. I went to get my shovel. We dug in silence, while the 
pheasant lay in the grass, dampening with the evening dew. I kept 
glancing over at it, the patch of red around its eyes, that I imagined 
might be dried blood caked into its feathers. My heart was beating 
fast in the descending darkness, shovel against soil again and 
again as the dog whined and scratched at the back door. I liked the 
rhythm of digging, and my brother and I tried to keep pace with my 
parents in our own sections of the hole. My mam’s begonias, that 
she had been so precious about previously, were sacrificed for the 
act, tossed aside, a mound of pink and petals, accidental adornment 
for the grave. 
 When the hole was done, I stood in its depths and the sides 
were level with my palms. 
 It was night at this stage, dark except for the stars speckled 
across the sky and the light spilling out from the windows of the 
house. The pheasant was an indistinguishable silhouette, a lump 
on the ground, its vibrant feathers reduced to monotone. My mam 
made us stand back as my dad picked it up and laid it gently at the 
bottom of our hole, at rest amongst the loosened soil and worms 
and the tiny roots that filled the earth like capillaries. We stared 
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down at it for a moment, eyes straining in the dark. My mam said 
to hurry up, it was getting too cold to be outside. We heaped the soil 
back on top of the bird, scooping it up with our shovels and letting 
it fall, scattered on the feathers and then eventually concealing 
it completely. I could see my breath like smoke in the night air. 
The hole, which seemed immense, which had taken us what felt 
like hours to dig, disappeared quickly. Only a flowerless patch in 
the garden was left, where the soil was freshly turned, where we 
watched the little robin swoop down the next morning, picking 
happily at the worms exposed near the surface. 
 Inside, our muddy shoes were discarded at the backdoor. 
 We wondered what we’d say if Jim called around again. 
 My dad proposed blaming the dog, planning a tale of chaos 
and carnage, a guilty snout covered in blood and feathers. My mam 
worried that would display a carelessness with the bird, who should 
have been hung carefully, like one of her nice dresses, far out of reach 
of the dog. They eventually decided that the only option was to tell 
him we had eaten it and began to pool their knowledge of pheasant 
preparation in order to ensure a convincing credibility when my 
great uncle Jim asked them about it. Feathers of course, had been 
plucked carefully, an excavation of the pellets had occurred, scouring 
the flesh for bullet holes and removing them, a surgical operation. 
My dad wanted to take the credit for this part, perhaps to impress 
his uncle, although I knew that in reality, he probably would have 
vomited in the kitchen sink. And then there was talk of innards 
and gizzards and I wondered what size the bird’s heart would have 
been, what it would have felt like if my mam had removed it from 
its body and allowed me to hold it in the palm of my hand. 
 We were complicit in the crime and complicit in concealing it. 
Told what day we had eaten it, what with. It was decided that I had 
liked the flavour, that my brother had been surprised by the texture. 
I practiced the lie out loud, just in case Jim called over suddenly the 
next day, pounced on us mid-conversation and demanded answers 
about the fine pheasant he had gifted us with. Gradually though, 
the lie faded in my head as each day passed with no sign of him at 
the door. 
 My great uncle Jim died a few months later. 
 It was the first time I’d ever been to a funeral, experienced 
the smell of incense in the church, the drone of the priest, the stifled 
excitement of seeing so many of my cousins in the one place. My 
parents made me wear the navy dress that they bought me for 
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Christmas, and I hated the feeling of tights against my skin. 
I watched my dad and his brothers and cousins carry the coffin, the 
tight grip of hands on suited shoulders, the solemn strain of their 
bodies. 
 I couldn’t get the image of us frantically digging in the 
garden out of my head, and I kept wanting to laugh as the priest 
conducted the responsorial Psalm. 
 He spoke about the dead always watching over us, always 
being present, and I wondered if in death, in this new state of being, 
my great uncle Jim had acquired the wider vision to know what 
we had done. I wondered if he was angry or was laughing at the 
thought of the pheasant rotting in the ground like he soon would be. 
In the graveyard, I watched them lower the coffin into the earth, 
the men dressed in black tossing the mounds of soil back on top 
of it. The hole for the grave was bigger than any hole I had ever 
dug myself and I wished I had witnessed them do it, seen if they 
had extra-large shovels to dig an extra-large hole. I wanted to help 
them, help them with their digging, help them with their burying. 
I wanted to take handfuls of soil and press it in my fist, compress 
it tight against my palm and fingers. I wanted to tell them how we 
had buried Uncle Jim’s pheasant and pressed the earth back down 
on top of it, covering it forever, until perhaps in many years, some 
other child who loved digging in the garden might stumble upon a 
carcass or scattered bones and wonder what strange and wonderful 
creature they had come from. 
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Playing Catch Up
Aoife McGrath
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One Goodbye Too Many
N.K. Woods 

The first Mother’s Day after the break-up was hard. No contact. 
No call. Not even a card. But Sally didn’t complain. Adam was 
traumatised. The poor boy needed time. So when she saw him next, 
the following weekend, she fussed over him and refused to take it 
personally when he barely uttered a word between greeting her and 
saying goodbye.
 
 A few weeks later Easter arrived, but no egg. The absence of 
a present, she told herself, simply proved Adam had been listening 
when she’d made her health kick resolution in the New Year. Still, 
the festivities left her feeling empty. It wasn’t the chocolate she 
missed but the three of them coming together. Lunch on Easter 
Sunday was a family tradition, or had been. 

 As the weeks turned into months, Adam’s every-second-
Sunday visits became increasingly awkward. Alone with his mother, 
he had nothing to say; he was like an actor who’d forgotten his lines 
and no longer had a prompter in the wings to help him along. And 
he was always in a hurry; the time between his hellos and goodbyes 
grew steadily shorter. Craving more contact but afraid of seeming 
needy, Sally resorted to texting. She crafted her messages with 
care. It took time to perfect the tone – warm and witty with no trace 
of reproach – but it was worth the effort as Adam always responded, 
usually within seconds. A thumbs up to the news that her second 
shop was ready to welcome customers and a thumbs down to an 
invitation to the opening party; a medal emoji when she did a 10k 
and an exploding head when she asked if he thought doing a charity 
run together was a good idea. 

 Both their birthdays fell in October. In anticipation of 
receiving a rose bush, another tradition, Sally dug a hole in the 
garden and wondered what colour Adam would select for her this 
time. Yellow, she thought – to complement the red, pink, orange 
and white varieties he’d delivered in previous years. But she didn’t 
see him on her birthday – or hear from him. In fact she didn’t hear 
from him again until he left her a voicemail on his own special day 
to thank her for the cheque she’d sent him in a “To the Best Son in 
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the World” card. 

 Then came Christmas. Sally applied no pressure but hoped 
Adam would choose to spend the holidays with her. In the end, 
however, he opted to stay home, although he did drop by for an 
hour on Christmas morning to deliver chocolates, a bunch of wilting 
roses and the news that he was skipping their St. Stephen’s Day 
tradition of a hike along the coast.
 
 On December 26th, Sally, in need of adult conversation, 
decided to return to work. The more established of her two boutiques 
ran like clockwork, so she took charge in the new shop. With the sale 
signs in the window, the customers flocked through the door. It was 
manic. Fun too, until an all-too-familiar face put in an appearance. 
Kim. The young woman who’d broken up their family. Her cheeks 
didn’t redden when she spotted Sally, and she didn’t back away. 
Instead, sounding sincere if a little nervous, she said ‘Lovely to see 
you’ before explaining that she was back for a few days to see her 
parents. Smiling her angelic smile, she asked if Sally was checking 
out the competition. 

 Proud of her composure and chilly manner – the former 
came naturally but the latter didn’t – Sally replied that she owned 
the shop. 

 ‘Wow! I didn’t realise you’d opened another store. Congrats. 
It looks fab. And so do you. That health kick resolution really paid 
off.’ Kim paused but then went on, lowering her voice slightly, ‘I’m 
surprised you’re here, though. I thought you’d be with Adam today.’ 

 Straightening her already straight back, Sally said they’d 
been together at Christmas. 

 ‘Phew, I was afraid he might’ve forgotten about Stephen’s 
Day. To keep it free for you, I mean. I always had to remind him 
about it….and about everything else. I’m convinced he thought I 
was his secretary!’ 

 There was no malice in the statement and Kim threw her 
hands in the air, as if to say you know what he’s like – you know why I 
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left. And then she laughed. The effect on her face was extraordinary, 
transforming her from angel to imp. Sally wanted to slap her. She 
also wanted to hug her tight and never let go; she wanted to link 
arms with her and race home for one of their wonderful coffee and 
chat afternoons; she wanted to listen and be listened to. But what 
she wanted had ceased to matter after the separation.

 A staff member interrupted, calling for help with a refund. 
Sally, her self-control at breaking point, seized the excuse to turn 
away. She didn’t trust herself to get through another goodbye so 
she averted her stinging eyes until the door had closed behind her 
daughter-in-law.
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Rumours 
Zainab Mehmood
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Stuck in a Small Town Syndrome
Danielle Holian

Walking these streets traumatises me
with flashbacks of memories
with stories I keep inside
of lovers that added spice to my life
before disappearing in the middle of the night
vanishing out of nowhere
with no excuse good enough
to mend a broken heart
a confusing mind
as time stopped for me
feeling stuck in moments that replay visions of situations 

I root for the days I’m not drenched in regret
where I can walk these streets
without fearing of returning to the girl
I used to be
who was full of sadness and low self esteem
to let the wrong kind of lover dictate my movements
when I was just an afterthought
while I got the aftertaste of stale cigarettes
and being the girl they settle for
until something better came along

I want to visit the museum
to sit in my favourite café
to lay on the sand
and walk the similar roads
I once walked with them
I want to sightsee and not feel guilty
for a past full of lovers in the Galweign land
that have come and gone
leaving their mark on my heart
etching memories I long to forget for a better state of mind
When I relive my past in memories
I sit still in shock wondering how I survived it all
I live my life in silence trying to just get on with it all
while I’m stuck in this small Galway town.
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Déanaim dearmad ar mo theaghlach agus 
cuimhin liom
Catherine Garrett 

The Irish word for queer is scuaine 
translate back to English and you get Queue

Queer is Scuaine is Queue or: waiting 
weigh the words against each other then patience becomes patient

dying woman walks into an ER gets told to wait in line

There is no option for audio on irish google translate
which wouldn’t be a problem if the language of my family didn’t 

skip a generation
heritage and I watch each other from the fringes of our vision

identity waits in the wings unable to leave then
heavy silence sits in my mouth when I realize 

I can’t answer to the ghosts who haunt me 
history sleeps with memory/memory, by history

we all forget more than we remember
my silent identity

mouth open and no sound comes out
two generations later my ancestors don’t know what to call me

and so, I wait

Agus Mar Sin Fanfaidh me 
translated back to English you get

stay instead of         wait
call this         dis-orientation 

Bean ghear         Queer woman
back to English sharp lady

I am the only Queer person in my family I know of
that must count for something

I can feel the strangeness 
like gan baint         not belonging

back to English and you get
without touching

but that is not to say I do not reach.
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An Auld Traveller Man’s Advice to His 
Grandson
Stephen Moriarty

Come here to me, grandson of mine
Listen to what I say
Look you to the family line
For I’ll be gone someday

All your life, do good by your kin
And never do them wrong
To cross them is a most grave sin
You’ll hear the Furies’ song

You’ll work hardest in the morning
When you have turf to turn
Start by May’s end is my warning
Or you’ll have nought to burn

In all your dealings tell the truth
Be called an honest man
Your work ethic let none refute
And do the best you can

The auld sayings advise the best
When horses are your goal
If you face a mare for the west
She’ll have a filly foal

And if you ever have to fight
Be sure to have good cause
If you think you’re not in the right
Take a moment to pause

Be sure to show kindness to all
Man, woman, child, or beast
In the End, as one, we’ll go all
To the Eternal Feast

That’s my advice to you, my child
And may it serve you well
For now, go off, be young and wild
Your turn will come to tell.
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Stuck in the Past
Aoife Fox
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Old Oaks 
Brenda Romero

Pairc Dara is one of Ballynahon’s oldest estates and Mary 
O’Donnabháin is its oldest resident, twice over. As a newlywed, she 
and her husband George purchased the estate’s first home from 
paper plans rolled out onto a plank, back when Pairc Dara wasn’t 
much more than a field with sheep in an oak forest. The sheep were 
shown out and the builders came to plough and worked the land 
into semi-d houses around a large central green. Over the years, 
many people have come and gone, including George, but Mary and 
the old oaks remain. She’s also the estate’s oldest resident at 78. 
The collective memory of the estate’s history lives within Mary, and 
its residents’ sincere disputes and silly questions often begin or end 
with, ‘Well, perhaps we should ask Mary how she remembers it.’  
 She sits by the fire this morning, having her tea and staring 
out the window into the rain looking for Mícheál, the postman. He’s 
new here himself, ten or so years now, having replaced Cathal who 
retired, who replaced Thomas, the short-lived first postman of Pairc 
Dara who, it turns out, was reading people’s mail and got caught 
trying to cash a resident’s pension check at O’Connell’s Pub in town. 
He was fired. Mary is keeping a careful eye out for Mícheál, not to 
miss him, because she has a few words to say, nevermind that he is 
unmistakable and unmissable in his high-vis vest against the grey 
of the November day. 
 Just past ten, Mícheál comes up the path with the mid-
morning post. Steady streams of rain roll off the brim of his cap, and 
some drops catch in the cold winds and blow onto his face. Seeing 
him, she pushes herself up and out of the chair, a slow rise pressed 
into being by her hands on the chair’s wooden arms, and walks into 
the hall. 
 She calls for him before she even reaches the door. 
 ‘Mícheál!’ 
 Mícheál doesn’t hear her as he steps onto the step and out of 
the rain. He takes the cap from his head and gives it a good flick of 
his wrist, throwing off the excess water, before sloshing it back on 
his head. 
 She opens the door and a crisp kite of winter air sails into 
the house. She shivers and wraps her arms and cardigan close.
  ‘Mícheál,’ she says. 
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 ‘Morning, Mary.’ 
 Mary’s post is in the bag, already sorted, letters and checks 
on top, flyers next and bills on the bottom. He reaches in, grabs the 
post and holds it out to her. Mary lets go of the cardigan and takes 
the post from him. Her hands are a text of her life: wrinkles, small 
scars, and painterly age spots. 
 ‘You well?’ he asks. 
 ‘It’s cold,’ she quips. ‘You’ll come in for tea.’ 
 ‘Ah, I couldn’t,’ he says. ‘It’s rotten out, and I best get this 
delivered before it gets worse.’ He points to the sky. Heavy-bottomed 
clouds, dirty and grey like ewes in a muddy field, are waiting to 
break. 
 ‘All the more reason for a cuppa.’ Though she is speaking to 
him, she is looking down, thumbing through her post. ‘I was hoping 
to have a word,’ she says. ‘There’s no letter from Kathleen.’ 
 ‘Aw, Mary, Kathleen’s not sent a letter.’ Mícheál presses his 
lips together. ‘Have a look. Post’s good today. You got a check and a 
letter from the grandkids.’ 
 She pretends not to hear him and pushes on. ‘My sister 
writes to me every day, and you’ve not brought me a letter from her 
in a week.’ 
 ‘She’s not sent one.’ 
 ‘She has. She sends one every day.’ 
 ‘She hasn’t, Mary.’ He smiles at her for a moment, but it’s 
not returned. He makes a motion to go, turns away from her, but 
she’s still in the door looking at him. The storm is building around 
them, and the winds are blowing rain onto the covered porch.‘She’s 
passed now, love. Gone last year, she is.’ 
 Mary purses her lips, tilts her head and straightens her back. 
‘You must have her mistaken. Sure, it was yourself who brought me 
a letter from her only last Monday.’ 
 ‘Ah, Mary. Was more than a few Mondays ago, now.’ 
 ‘I have it here.’ She turns back into the hall and walks toward 
the hallway table where there’s a pile of post and old newspapers. 
She sifts through them, glancing back to make sure he’s still there. 
‘Will you have a cup?’ 
 ‘I have to head now, Mary.’ She pretends not to hear him. 
 ‘It must be by my reading chair. I won’t be but a minute,’ 
she says, but when she looks back, he’s already on his way to the 
neighbours, the cap on his head and rain lashing around him.
 ‘Sure, I’ll see you tomorrow, Mary,’ he calls to her. His voice 
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is raised to fight the sound of the wind. The last of the leaves have 
blown from the old oaks, giving way to a ghostly whistle as the 
wind cuts across the branches of the trees in the centre green of the 
estate. 
 ‘You will see me tomorrow,’ she calls after him. ‘Me and the 
letter. Mind and find the others,’ she says, but he doesn’t hear her. 
She watches him walk on just in case he turns. 

The wind picks up and Mary closes the door against it. She retreats 
to her sitting room and lowers herself into her chair, placing the 
post on her lap. The mug of tea is still hot as she cups her hands 
around it. Despite the day coming in, the sky grows darker outside, 
and the room has taken on a chill, no doubt the result of her open-
door conversation with Mícheál. She looks out the window and 
regards it with some bother. The fire should be going low by now, 
no need to keep it going, but she stands again, takes a piece of turf 
from the basket, stokes up the embers and tosses it onto the fire 
before returning to her chair. The post falls to the floor in front of 
her chair, and she picks it up before returning to her seat. 
 It is the usual collection for the first week of the month: 
a brown envelope with a harp signals that her pension has been 
deposited, circulars announce sales at stores, Christmas ham even, 
which seem a bit ahead of the season, and the monthly bills—electric, 
oil and phone—which her daughter Gráinne was kind enough to put 
on automatic monthly payments for her. There’s a surprise, too: a 
letter from one of the grandkids thanking her for a recent birthday 
present. Gráinne has done well with her girls. Most kids can’t be 
bothered to text a thank you, let alone spare the time to pick a card 
and write a greeting by hand. The card has a bouquet of lilacs on 
it, Mary’s favourite flower. She’s touched the girls remembered, or 
maybe it was Gráinne who remembered, probably Gráinne, but no 
matter. It’s lovely all the same. Mary treasures these gestures and 
puts the card in the box in the good china cabinet where all sacred 
objects go. 
 She sits down by the fire again, cups her tea—still warm, 
still good on the hands—and continues to think about Kathleen. 
Kathleen most certainly wrote her last week. That is unquestionable. 
She remembers getting the letter, remembers the contents of the 
letter—Kathleen had an appointment at the GP scheduled for that 
afternoon and promised that she would write Mary the following 
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day about the outcome—and she even remembers the weather of 
that day. It was fresh outside, sunny, without a cloud in the sky, 
quite in contrast to this grey day. And that was that. She’d not 
heard from Kathleen since. She can call, but that is for actual 
emergencies. Neither she nor Kathleen were in the business of 
giving their hard-earned pensions to the phone company. The truth 
is that they preferred letters. She could smell Kathleen’s lotion on 
them, and she’d learned to read the scents. Lavender means that 
Kathleen is expecting friends. Rose means that the gardener is 
coming. Kathleen fancies him. 
 She sees Mícheál now across the green delivering to the 
houses on the other side. 
 ‘I think I would know if my own sister were dead,’ she says 
in his direction. ‘Monday week. I’ll give ye ‘til then!’ 
 A flash of headlights shines in the window as a car pulls into 
the drive. In the space between the window and the headlights, 
Mary sees the rain, big wobbly drops, some from the sky, others 
from the eaves above. Gráinne shuts the car off, opens its door and 
makes a break for the house, head ducked down to dodge the drops. 
Mary hears her thrust the door open. 
 ‘Jaysus, that wind will split you!’ Gráinne says, standing in 
the hallway and peeling off her coat. ‘Car to the door—I’m soaked.’
  ‘I didn’t know you were coming, Gráns. Will you have a 
cup?’ Mary takes her jacket from her and hangs it to dry over the 
bannister. 
 ‘Ma, you did.’
 ‘I did what?’ 
 ‘You knew I was coming. I told you last week.’ 
 ‘Ah, you wait until you’re retired.’ Mary turns to walk into the 
kitchen. ‘I’ll get you tea. There’s still some toast left from breakfast 
and a rasher if you’re hungry.’ 
 ‘I’m good.’ 
 Gráinne watches her mother walk into the kitchen, her long 
grey skirt revealing a run in her tan stockings. 
 ‘You’re looking well, walking fine. I’d say you’re still able to 
keep house better than Paul, altogether.’ 
 ‘Paul’s not able for a barn,’ Mary replies. She knows Gráinne’s 
cataloguing aloud the things she’ll share with Paul, her brother and 
Mary’s son, when she and Paul talk tonight. It happens with every 
visit, no matter which one comes. It’s nice to be cared for, Mary 
thinks. 
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 Gráinne turns to spot the fire on in the sitting room. ‘I’ll take 
it in here, ma,’ she adds. 
 She pulls the rocker close to the fire and lifts the blanket 
from the back of the chair. It’s heavy old wool and still smells like 
her father, though it’s been cleaned time and again since he died.  
 In the kitchen, Mary turns on the gas burner -- tick tick tick 
-- and clicks a slice of toast down into the toaster. 
 ‘You like an egg?’ The sounds of sizzling rashers follow her 
voice. 
 ‘No, no. I’m grand.’ Mary cracks an egg anyway. A sputter 
follows as it lands in the rasher’s grease. It sizzles as it starts to 
crisp. 
 ‘You need any help out there?’ Gráinne says. 
 ‘Ah no. Sit a while and enjoy yourself. I’d have paid for the 
treat when ye were still at home.’ 
 The toaster pops and Mary lashes some butter across the 
toast, puts it onto a plate and cuts it crossways into four triangles. 
Gráinne’s after turning forty, Mary thinks, but always a girl to me. 
She takes up the tea while she waits for the rest to cook and shuffles 
down the hall toward Gráinne. 
 ‘Here you go,’ she says. 
 Gráinne pushes a small stack of books out of the way to 
make room, and Mary sets the tea on the coffee table next to her.
 ‘One minute,’ Mary says and shuffles back through the 
doorway toward the kitchen. 
 ‘I’m not too hungry.’ 
 ‘Sure you are,’ she says. ‘Probably didn’t even eat before you 
left home.’ 
 Mary flips the egg over in the rasher’s grease, just for a few 
seconds, and it’s done. She turns the cooker’s burner off and the 
flame goes out, a sound like a whispering dog — woof. 
 Reappearing in the doorway, Mary has a full plate — an egg, 
the triangle toast, a rasher and a few sliced potatoes. ‘I had those 
left over,’ she says. ‘They fry up nice with a rasher.’ She holds the 
plate out to Gráinne who sets it on her lap and begins to eat. 
 Gráinne smiles and Mary smiles back at her. It’s good to see 
her home, Mary thinks. Her long brown hair’s grown since she was 
last here, or maybe it’s just the rain making it look that way.
 ‘Will I get you a towel for your hair?’ 
 ‘Ah, no. Just the ends that got wet, I’d say.’ 
 ‘Pants are wet, too, hun.’ 
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 ‘I’m okay.’ 
 ‘Will I get you some fruit?’ 
 Gráinne doesn’t answer but points the knife at the clock on 
the mantel. ‘Clock’s dead.’ 
 ‘Is it?’ 
 ‘Unless it’s always half eight in your world.’ 
 ‘Might as well be for all I have going on,’ Mary replies. 
 She sits again and takes her tea, warm enough to still be 
good. ‘How are the girls? I got Clodagh’s card this morning. She’s a 
dote.’ 
 ‘They’re doing great, mam. Clodagh’s taken up violin, so I’d 
say I’m glad to be here.’ They both laugh. ‘And Aoife is well. She’s 
adjusting. You know that kind of way. Trying to find her friends. 
First year was the same for Clo. They’d love to see you. I have some 
drawings from them out in the car. I’ll get it when the rain stops.’ 
 ‘Is there something on your mind, Gráns?’ 
 ‘Hm?’ 
 ‘You drive across the county for breakfast often?’ 
 ‘It’s a fine breakfast.’ 
 ‘It is.’ 
 Gráinne swirls her spoon in her tea, taps it on the edge of the 
cup and then sets it down on her plate. She moves both plate and 
spoon on top of the books, covering up Flann O’Brien. 
 ‘Okay to put the plate here?’ she asks. 
 ‘I’m sure your father won’t mind,’ Mary says with a smile. 
George, her husband and Gráinne’s father, has been gone 10 years, 
but she still keeps his books on his table. 
 ‘I wouldn’t put anything past him.’ 
 ‘What’s on your mind, Gráns? Is everything okay? The girls? 
Paul?’ 
 Gráinne shakes her head. ‘Yeah. They’re all fine. Good. Good 
as can be, really. I came here to talk about you.’ 
 ‘Me?’ Mary scoots back some in her chair, regrips her tea and 
opens her eyes a little wider. 
 ‘I wondered if you had thought any more about coming to 
stay with us?’ 
 ‘Oh, don’t be so dramatic. No, I’ve not thought of it. I won’t 
think of it. I am fine where I am.’ 
 ‘I know you are, but I think we have to also be practical here.’ 
 ‘It’s practical to stay in my own home, I’d say.’ 
 ‘So, here’s what we’ve been thinking. You know how Paul 
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and I have the garage, right? We thought we might convert that to 
a studio for you so you’d have your own space, all to yourself…’ 
 ‘So, I’m like a car now, am I?’ 
 ‘Mam.’ 
 ‘An old clunker is what I am.’ 
 ‘Now who’s being dramatic here?’ 
 ‘Let’s talk about the girls, will we? I don’t want to talk about 
this.’ 
 ‘Look.’ Gráinne takes a deep breath, drops her eyes and looks 
into her tea. She takes a sip and then turns to look at the fire. She 
doesn’t turn back toward her mother. 
 ‘Okay, okay.’ 
 ‘So, about the girls.’ 
 ‘It’s not going to get easier, ma.’ 
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Goose
Billy Fenton

On a cold winter’s night, a stranger hands me you –
plucked naked, warm like a cup of tea. Headless, 

your once-feathered neck sticking out like a tree 
stripped bare; the sickly smell of death.

An hour ago, you ran around this cobbled yard,
eating your fill, swaggering around like the cock 

of the walk, no worries about what tomorrow 
might bring. And tomorrow you will sit on 

my snow-white plate, and we will clink our glasses, 
to celebrate New Year, or some such thing. 

How far removed from death I have become. And 
from the human kind, but I will not speak of that.
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My mother
Sinead Murphy

My mother bakes
She does it without a scale
Without weighing
She measures with her hands and her eyes
She gauges by looking at texture and colour

She talks as she works
It is rhythmic, hypnotic
She makes in batches, 
While the board is floured and the oven on
Keep going and make the most of it
While the humour is upon you

It will depart the house wrapped in tea towels or Tupperware
It will inhabit the freezer for another day’s tea and talking
It will accompany us home
We will say -She is gifted- each time
The lightness
The colour
The texture 
The taste

Even when her recipe is trialed here
It’s never the same
It’s her kitchen
Her oven 
Her steady hand
Love in every creation
A lifetime of practice
The recipes her own
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The three prongs of her doom 
(inspired by Grant Wood’s American 
Gothic) 
Caitríona O’Malley

His hand on the pitchfork is white-knuckled and blistered 
from oppressive days in the fields by their house. 
Her hair is drawn into a bun at the nape of her thin neck. 
She faces away 
and imagines plunging the prongs 
into the softness of his heart and smearing the blood all over herself. 

He looks ahead and tries to remember 
the last time she touched him without reluctance. 
On their wedding night 
she’d unfastened the buttons of his starched shirt 
with trembling fingers 
and he’d licked the tip of each finger with a barely-contained lust 
that threatened to rip him in two
and crack open the restraints of the room. 

When does desire turn to vengeance 
and can it ever be reclaimed
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The Witching Tree 
Danny Flannery
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The Pond in the Forest
Tim Goldstone 

The cottage in the forest
is long gone now, devoured,
then reclaimed,
and the hard-won lawn 
excavated by hundreds of moles –
tiny unstoppable 
berserk archaeologists.
Only the pond has survived –
evolved to a different form, 
nourished by sunken,
fallen and wind-driven
woodland debris, 
so that when a clear night sky
descends through the trees, 
nocturnal creatures 
emerge with caution 
to lap delicately 
from the surface of the water –
sending overlapping sets of ripples
riding across the reflections
of long-extinct stars
that had once grown 
forests of their own
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A Gift From the Woods
Tim Goldstone

Visiting home
the sound of flames in the rain
drew the woman to them
over the new barbed wire
and the fresh Keep Out sign – 
through the deep wood no longer there
where she used to play as a child – 
where remembered bravery
remains kept for her 
in the ghosts of spiders’
dripping webs as a heartfelt gift
should she choose to return. 
She has, and walks nervously
into her past, towards 
that motley collection of wood
where the boiling scar-donating 
sap from pine branches
bubbled and spat and flared
and fir-cones blushed
then rushed to flame 
and the memory peels clear:
young unblemished skin frantically 
reaching into fire,
grabbing and throwing the glowing 
smoking rotten bark,
watching it 
through tears of searing pain
arc and hiss 
through wet falling air – 
some of the woodlice tumbling, 
shriveled and black,
but hundreds saved.
Now she peers down
at her grown-up hand,
pulls off the glove she always wears,
sees the burn scars are medals.
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In Today’s Weather
Blaise Gilburd

The mist came down from the mountains, naturally. At 6:30 on a 
cold Monday morning in February a great grey mass descended onto 
a little town in the west of Ireland. RTE News briefly reported the 
weather disturbance and those from outside the town began to avoid 
it on their commutes to elsewhere. The inhabitants weren’t sure 
whether it was fog or drizzle; it was in fact a large cloud dropped 
from its usual tether to sit right on the town and turn everything 
to a smudge.
 For fear of getting into accidents the residents stopped 
driving along the few narrow roads throughout the town. As the 
cloud grew more dense people no longer recognised each other as 
they passed in the streets. The whole place went quiet as the mist 
began to seep under doorways and to faintly fill kitchens so that it 
seemed as if something had been left burning on the stove. Then 
after three days the mist began to change people.
 At first the symptoms were minor, people experienced little 
changes in their personalities. Parents’ fuses were shorter and 
people who were previously quite level-headed became frustrated 
easily. Patience in queues rapidly declined and teenagers began 
doing the washing-up of their own accord. The first person to be 
dramatically affected by the mist was the parish priest, Father O’ 
Flaherty. The father had been quite a reserved man, a bit rotund 
and red-faced (he had a special weakness for a good fry up). He was 
usually to be found huffing up and down the streets to check on 
sick parishioners or to ask with a toothy grin the more musically 
inclined families if they would perform at the service on Sundays. 
Most people in the town saw him as a friendly and innocent man, if 
of a highly nervous disposition. But on the evening of the third day, 
much to the surprise of those who heard the story, and even more 
so to those who witnessed it, he ended up at the pub drinking the 
night away with the anglers.
 Fr. O’ Flaherty had brought along his own wine and started 
drinking it at a rapid pace once he had sat down at the bar. It 
wasn’t long before he was pissed out of his head and giving lectures 
on how to pleasure a woman properly. He had thrown off his white 
collar and his shirt was unbuttoned down to the navel when he 
climbed on top of the pool table. ‘The secret,’ he said, ‘is not through 
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penetration but rather stimulation of the clitoris with either a 
finger or the tongue.’ The men in the pub chose not to listen, much 
to the dismay of their wives who later heard about the events, and 
chose instead to throw peanuts at the poor priest. He lay down on 
the table and accepted his pelting whilst shouting, ‘I’m telling you, 
the vagina is not the same as the vulva!’ Eventually a woman from 
the church council, after a call from her husband, came to escort the 
priest back through the fog to his house. She couldn’t believe what 
he was spouting as she walked him up the road.
 Fr. O’ Flaherty was then locked in his room for a couple of 
days after the community decided he was quite mad. He spent those 
days shouting about the most vulgar things and drawing terribly 
lewd diagrams on the walls with a sharpie pen. One morning his 
housekeeper awoke to silence and went to check on him fearing that 
he had died in the night. She was overjoyed when she found him 
sat up in bed perusing the bible with a scowl, seemingly completely 
cured of his affliction. He had her fix him a fry up and was soon back 
to work.
 The public however were not so quick back to his masses 
and confessions. During his first mass following the incident he 
announced from the altar, ‘the orgasm gap is a true and terrible 
thing! Only around 65 percent of heterosexual women say they 
usually orgasm during sex.’ Hands covered children’s ears and a 
good portion of the congregation left as he continued on. He also 
began offering advice on how to spice up people’s love lives from 
the confessional, much to the horror of many a pensioner. Though 
his services soon became desolate, he did go on to write a mildly 
successful book on sexual philosophy which was rated quite highly 
amongst housewives’ magazines.

As attendance to Fr. O’ Flaherty’s services began to decline, Dr 
Darcy suddenly had an unexpected problem of her own. She was 
the local GP and there wasn’t a person in the town who didn’t love 
her. As soon as anyone saw her red hair and bespectacled face they 
found themselves grinning stupidly, it was her own magical effect 
that she had without the help of any sort of mist. At this time, 
not being a regular at the church, she was unaware of the rather 
dramatic direction that Fr. O’ Flaherty had taken his preaching. So 
without much warning her surgery, which was usually quite empty, 
was overwhelmed with appointments. This for the most part can 
be chalked up to the fact that when the mist first began affecting 
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people, everyone over sixty was suddenly filled with an enormous 
sense of guilt. Not for anything in particular, but nonetheless they 
struggled to get on with their daily lives. So they quickly filled up 
the appointments and one after another sat down in front of Dr 
Darcy and began reciting, ‘bless me… father for I have sinned.’
 Darcy stopped each of them there and said, ‘I’m really sorry 
but I can’t listen to your confessions. Is Fr. O’ Flaherty not still 
doing it?’ The reply was always the same, ‘I couldn’t possibly go 
to him.’ Eventually she had to go into the full waiting room every 
morning and say, ‘Alright, I’m sorry but if any of you do not have 
real, medical complaints I’m going to have to ask you to leave. This 
is not a church and I do not have the ability to receive confessions.’
 This really got on the nerves of the older residents in the 
town, Darcy was already on thin ice with them after they found out 
she was distributing contraception to the local girls. They ended up 
having a heated discussion on the matter during the weekly bridge 
meeting at the community centre. ‘She has no right to refuse us,’ 
Geraldine said, ‘especially after Fr. O’ Flaherty has gone completely 
mental.’ The group murmured in agreement. ‘I suspect that Dr 
Darcy has ulterior motives in her refusal to help us,’ she went on, 
‘she clearly does not care for the wellbeing of our immortal souls 
anyways. I believe that the only conclusion that we can reasonably 
come to is that she is in league with the devil, and is in fact a witch.’
 ‘Sure, that’d explain the red hair,’ shouted Michael from the 
back, ‘touched by the beast, she’s probably a citeóg too.’
 The thing is Darcy was a witch, or at least practising 
witchcraft. Witch is one of those titles like writer you don’t really 
want to give yourself even if you do the action for fear of the 
pretention, the notions behind it. The elderly gang didn’t know she 
was a witch and had no real proof so they were hardly justified in 
their conclusion. It was just an unfortunate coincidence that after 
people stopped going out because of the mist she started watching 
occult tutorials on Youtube. She felt like she needed some sort of 
hobby to pass the time and soon had a pentagram and her neighbour 
Séamus (who was a right prick, though his disappearance perhaps 
does count as proof) in the back room.
 So after concluding Dr Darcy was a witch because she 
wouldn’t do as they wanted the pensioners decided that they should 
burn her without trial. The elderly of the town were not known for 
their subtlety, and their plan to bring Darcy to justice reflected this. 
A group of the more mobile members of the club began cutting up 
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and dismantling some of the chairs and tables from the community 
centre, as well as the children’s climbing frame from around the 
back. This task went smoothly enough as many were retired 
farmers whose eyes had grown too hazy to safely pilot a Massey 
Ferguson. The second part involved actually luring Dr Darcy to 
their makeshift pyre in the community centre overflow car park.
 The manner in which they ended up doing this was by 
calling the surgery and saying that a member of the bridge club 
had gone down with a heart attack. Geraldine was the one chosen to 
call and she told Darcy in a breathless voice that, ‘Michael has just 
collapsed!’     
 Darcy said, ‘Right, I’m headed over now,’ and ran out into the 
mist with one arm in her coat. When she arrived at the community 
centre only Geraldine was stood inside waiting for her. 
 ‘Darcy, at last,’ she said.
 ‘Where is everyone, where is Michael?’ asked Darcy, ‘I 
thought bridge was on.’
 ‘He’s just out here, follow me,’ said Geraldine as she walked 
out towards the car park.
 The rest of the group were waiting on either side of the door. 
They grabbed a hold of Darcy as soon as she came out and started 
dragging her towards their pile of rubble. She struggled and punched 
at them and when they tried to lift her on their shoulder she just fell 
back awkwardly and cracked her head off the pavement. They stood 
still in shock as Darcy bled into the tarmac. Face to face with death 
and it didn’t seem so great and noble. All of them except Michael 
and Geraldine shuffled quickly back out through the community 
centre and home.

The mist came down heavier until Michael and Geraldine couldn’t 
see each other as they stood over the body.
 ‘Well fuck, what do we do now?’ asked Geraldine, ‘at least a 
fire would have gotten rid of any corpse.’
 ‘Language Geraldine,’ said Michael. ‘Here, try and find one 
of her legs and we’ll drag her over to the bushes.’
 They bent over, bumped heads twice and fumbled about 
on the ground until eventually they both had hold of a leg. They 
dragged her across the car park until they tired themselves out 
and decided the body was enough out of the way that no one would 
probably find it.
 There she lay until all the woodland creatures retrieved her 
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body and left it somewhere a little more magical than a car park 
curb.

The final focus falls on the lovely Mr. Smith. A teacher at the local 
primary school, he was a sharp man who looked a little like a 
wooden clothes peg. He taught junior and senior infants and was 
well known for having the patience of a hostage negotiator and could 
charm even the most irate parents. The way in which he began to 
feel the effects of the mist was not through changes in himself but 
in the change of his students’ behaviour. 
 Within the first few weeks of the cloud descending he noticed 
the children were a lot less focused than usual, well as focused as 
a room of four to six year olds can be. Even the most perfect Peters 
and Patricias of the class were constantly fidgeting. He even caught 
one kid tearing out the pages of his reading book and eating them. 
After Smith confiscated the book he just started munching on his 
school jumper, and Smith could hardly confiscate that too.
 Day after day it grew more difficult to keep the class under 
control. In twenty years of primary teaching he had never had a 
class with the unbridled energy of this lot.
 Clearly they had all thought it fantastically funny when he 
was agitated by the child eating all his belongings because soon 
enough they were all at it. To make matters worse the school was 
suddenly overwhelmed with calls from parents concerned by their 
children’s decline in behaviour. Smith had blamed this epidemic 
of discipline on a lack of strictness at home, and now it seemed 
the school was expected to fix the problem, or more specifically Mr. 
Smith.
 What really had Smith worried though was when watching 
his class running about at lunchtime he noticed a few of the children 
had little horns twisting out of their curly locks. He tried to just 
forget about it. He wasn’t sure how he had never noticed before, but 
it was none of his business. Who knew what kind of birthmarks or 
extra toes these kids had, but that was the jurisdiction of Dr Darcy 
(with whom he was hopelessly in love) not his.
 The day Mr. Smith finally lost the plot was a cold one, the fog 
was especially pervasive and hung in the air of the school hallways. 
He arrived fifteen minutes after the bell had rung because he 
had taken a wrong turn in the mist and ended up out the back of 
Supermac’s. When he did make it to the school smelling of chips 
he walked up the empty hall and prayed that the principal wasn’t 
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waiting for him in the classroom with her furrowed brow, silly little 
glasses and mouth like a cat’s arse. What in fact was waiting for 
him was more of a shock than he could have imagined.
 Scraps of paper were flying through the air and each and 
every one of his students were ramming their heads together around 
the classroom or tearing books apart, and all of them had full ram’s 
horns curling out of their heads. ‘Right, settle down everyone,’ he 
shouted but it didn’t look like they even heard him. ‘Guys, that’s 
enough of that now, calm down,’ still no response. ‘Guys, stop right 
now!’ The kids ignored him and kept on running at each other, 
shredding books with their teeth and jumping up then down off the 
desks.
 Mr. Smith walked through the fighting and toppled chairs 
and slammed his hand against the blackboard at the top of the 
room. ‘Stop it now!’ he screamed feeling his vocal chords shred. 
There wasn’t even a pause in the chaos and Smith sat down at his 
desk with his head in his hands and not a clue what to do. As the 
children got louder and louder he could see his career disappearing 
further and further down the drain. A child pulled the attendance 
register off his desk but he didn’t look up. His thoughts were just 
black and spinning. The river under the bridge when storm water 
rushed down the mountain.
 He stood up the desk and said goodbye to his class. His eyes 
were glazed over and he didn’t look at them as they bounced off the 
walls around him and he walked through. The mist was swirling 
out the front of the school when he left and went around the side of 
the building. He walked up the stone slabs sunk into a hill, up to 
the small pitch (which was really just a field) that the school had 
behind it. The mist was thicker up there. He walked to the far end, 
where the little vegetable patch that the kids helped tend was. He 
sat down amongst the carrots and started scooping dirt onto his 
legs. The soil was damp and cold, so saturated with the droplets 
hung in the air that it stuck like a skin to his legs. After he finished 
coating himself up to the waist he lay back and began pulling dirt 
onto the rest of his body. When he was covered up to the neck he 
closed his eyes and had some well-earned rest.
 It was Ms. Conneely (who taught fifth and sixth class) that 
eventually found Mr. Smith. After hearing the raucous antics 
coming from the classroom next door she stuck her head in through 
the door and immediately had a book thrown at it. She quickly 
ducked out and spent a good fifteen minutes wandering around the 
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school looking for Mr. Smith, who she found in the garden looking 
very sorry for himself. Her clothes were filthy by the time she had 
uncovered him completely and immediately afterwards sent one of 
her students to find Dr Darcy, if anyone could coax Smith out of the 
mud it was her. But she was of course nowhere to be found.

Many others were affected by the mist and not everyone was affected 
equally. Some who felt no change just went on with their lives and 
ignored any strangeness that happened around them. Some people 
went into the mist and never reappeared, and one day the cloud just 
lifted. Election posters appeared on the town’s lampposts again and 
graves were found in the woods.
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Crustacean Mask, 2021
Elizabeth Bleynat

Photograph in collaboration with Kat Cope
Found sea rope and citrus netting
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Circular Scars
Tara O’Malley

It invaded on a weekday.

 It had taken my sister first.
 Red blotches burst from her skin,
 And she screamed something fierce
 When told not to scratch.

 My brother was next in line,
 Feverish, he fell into his bed,
 Plagued by itches and aches,
 He hid away and picked in private.

 Instead of sitting Easter exams,
 I was the third target of transmission.
 I lay in my room, stared at the ceiling,
 Ruined a few books with calamine. 

It retreated on a weekend. 

 We’d been counting down the days,
 Mom glad to get it over and done with.
 It was a hurdle to leap, a rite of passage,  
 And God forbid it had been the shingles. 

 Its passing was dutifully marked
 By our rule-breaking, recorded 
 On hidden planes of skin where 
 Circular scars were left behind.
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My Mother Liked to Ride Buses
Mary Coleman

There was nobody waiting for me when the sliding doors opened 
out into the arrivals area at Dublin airport. People with expectant 
eyes lined the railings. I didn’t bother to look for anyone familiar. I 
dragged my carrier case behind me, trying to remember where the 
buses to Galway departed from. The airport building had changed, 
but it was still as emotionally charged as ever. Sadness, happiness, 
hope, and euphoria permeated the air while I walked towards the 
bus and felt nothing. 
 The buses had been given an upgrade. There were leather 
seats and tray tables. There was even a toilet on board. I watched 
an older lady carefully navigate the steps down to the cubicle and 
I thought of my mother. I wondered how she had managed all of 
those bus journeys without a toilet. When I was ten, she took me on 
one of her trips with her. There were no toilets on buses back then. 
When I felt the dreaded urge halfway through the trip, I begged 
my mother to speak to the driver, but she stared ahead, blocking 
me out of her consciousness the way she so often did. Just when I 
thought I would have to unburden myself and sit in wet clothes for 
two hours, she lifted an empty lunch box out of her handbag and 
handed it to me.
 Here, she said, fill this up.
 I pulled my tights down and my skirt up without hesitation. 
I trusted my mother when I was ten. The relief I felt was quickly 
eclipsed by a sudden awareness of how loud the sound of cascading 
urine was against the stainless-steel box. My mother, stoic and 
expressionless, took the box from me and put the lid back on. She 
placed it on the floor and held it between her feet for the rest of the 
journey. I fell asleep in the hope that when I woke up, everyone 
would have disembarked, and I wouldn’t have to face the people 
who had been sitting behind us. When I woke, we were pulling up 
in Clonmel. She picked up the lunchbox and got off the bus, not 
looking back to see if I would follow, but walking slowly so she could 
sense me behind her. We walked down the street and my mother 
emptied the lunchbox down a drain. She gave it a shake, closed it, 
and put it back in her bag. Then we went inside the bus station to 
find out what time the next bus would be leaving to take us back 
from where we came from.
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 The older lady climbed back out of the cubicle. ‘Rotten’ I 
heard her mutter to her husband as she nestled in beside him. I 
couldn’t sleep on the way down. I kept refreshing my email account, 
hoping that the hotel in New York had emailed me back. I was 
going to get the job, I told myself. I was going to move even further 
away from my mother. Then I remembered that distance from her 
wouldn’t matter soon.
 Moira was waiting for me in the bus terminal. 
 You look nice, I said. 
 You look a bit worse for wear, she responded, smiling. 
 A few weeks here will sort you out.
 I half smiled in return, I only planned to stay a week but had 
been vague in our email correspondence. 
 Moira, my mother’s sister, had let me stay with her for the 
last few years of school. She funded my Hotel Management degree 
at Shannon College. She funded my plane tickets to London and my 
first two rent instalments. She was the reason I could advertise an 
illusion of normality around other functioning adults and block out 
the life I left behind, most of the time.
 Her car was the same – a small red Skoda. Getting into the 
passenger seat I felt as though I was meeting an old friend, one who 
knew me too well. Everything I had ever said to Moira about my 
life, my mother, or my feelings had been permanently absorbed by 
the fabric. 
 Moira punctuated any silences with questions about my job, 
my flat or my flatmate. 
 Then she asked me what the doctor had told me.
 She said that Mam can’t walk anymore.
 And did she say anything to you about her state of mind 
Elsie?
 You think I need a doctor to tell me that Mam is not right in 
the head?
 I stared out the window and said nothing else. The stone 
walls and familiar houses made me feel queasy. In London, there 
had been little to remind me of home, which I was always glad about. 
In London, there was Irish Bus, which was the most comforting 
thing of all. For as long as I could remember, my mother liked to 
ride on buses. My earliest memories were of her helping me to get 
dressed, taking me by the hand and walking to the head of the road, 
where a bus would pick us up and take us to Galway. From there, 
we’d get on another bus and go somewhere exotic, like Waterford, or 
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Naas.  We didn’t have any business there. We’d get off the bus, get 
a snack at the bus station and wait for the next bus home. 
 Mam didn’t have a job. She was always free to travel. Moira 
worked, but she took me to school every day and picked me up. 
Sometimes Mam would be at home when I got back from school, 
other days she wouldn’t be. I spent evenings with Moira watching 
mundane British soaps, eating custard creams with hot milk. Mam 
always came for me, knocking but never entering. She walked home 
ahead of me, slowly. She never looked back, but always stopped if I 
fell too far behind.
 I didn’t think it was strange. Not at first. It was just her. 
When people at primary school asked what my mother did, I told 
them that she rode buses. I went with her most of the time when I 
was off school. We travelled together in silence - she lost in a world 
I would never be part of and me in a world I didn’t know should 
be different. Moira told me when I was older that she had tried 
to get some help for her. Images of people wearing lanyards and 
holding briefcases were woven through my childhood memories. I 
only know that whatever they tried to do, they couldn’t stop my 
mother from taking buses to places she didn’t need to go. When they 
stopped running the bus from the head of our road to Galway, that 
is when the cars started. That is also when I realised that there was 
something wrong with my mother. She started to hitch hike, at first 
just into Galway but then, she would just ask drivers where they 
were going, and go with them if they allowed it. 
 I moved in with Moira when I was sixteen, the night I took 
Mam’s shoulders in my hands and shook them. I wanted to force 
sound out of her mouth – any combination of speech sounds would 
have done. She had stopped responding to questions completely. 
She didn’t fight back. Our eyes met, just for a second. I had scared 
her, and when I saw my reflection in her sad blue eyes, I was scared 
too. After that, I just visited, and talked to myself mostly. She didn’t 
answer the door when I called the morning I left for London. I knew 
she was there. I saw her boots in the hall. 
 The Skoda rumbled past Moira’s house and along the pot-
holed road which winter had worn away. Our cottage, with its 
unmown lawn and unfinished wall, was unchanged.
 Are you ready? 
 I got out of the car without answering.
 I walked to the door and my thoughts weren’t of my mother 
then, they were of Moira. If she hadn’t cared for me, would I have 



Tír na nÓg

81

been taken away and given to a foster family? I might have had 
siblings, a father. Moira had done her best, but she had masked 
a need. She was the reason the lanyard wearers had left me with 
the family I had – a mentally unwell mother and a single, childless 
aunt. The dysfunction of our situation hadn’t warranted a new 
family for me, but I sometimes wished that Moira hadn’t been as 
good as she was. 
 The linoleum in the hallway was scattered with leaves and 
blades of grass. My mother’s walking boots were paired up neatly 
under her hanging coat. Moira closed the door behind us and pushed 
me on ahead of her, into the living room. The person I saw there 
didn’t look like my mother. She looked older. The main difference 
was that this woman was lying still in the hospital bed. The mother 
I knew was always moving, always going somewhere. This old lady 
was just lying there, eyes to the ceiling. 
 Hello.
 Her eyes met mine. 
 Hello, she said, but her gaze had dropped. 
 How are you? I asked.
 Fine, she said. 
 I searched for a topic of conversation to engage the stranger 
who had my eyes. There was nothing. All she had ever talked about, 
when she did talk, were buses. Their size, their colour, the comfort 
levels of the seats, the gender of the driver. It was never the place 
the bus took her, but the bus itself and the journey. Moira flitted 
about in the background. 
 Elsie’s come all the way from London Kate, isn’t she mighty?
 Mam nodded her head.  
 I took a bus down from the airport, I said.
 She turned her head to look at me.
 There was a toilet on it.
 She closed her eyes and she smiled.
 It was the most affection she had ever shown me. 
 She died that night. The funeral was small. Mam had no 
friends. The attendees were Moira’s friends. A tall man with a 
double chin said, she was a mystery to us, your mother. He didn’t 
expand. We, the normal, couldn’t comprehend what collection of 
tendencies made up a woman who wanted to live the life she did. 
After the funeral, Moira asked me to pack up the house with her 
before I went back to London. I hadn’t told Moira about New York, 
even though the night my mother died the hotel emailed me to offer 
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me the position. I felt that there was no need to tell her. She loved 
me but she wasn’t my mother. She would handle the news fine when 
I called her from New York.
 She managed to feed herself, your mother, Moira said, as 
she took tins of peas and baked beans out of a kitchen cupboard. 
 I left Moira talking to herself, banging tins and pots and 
pans almost rhythmically, and went to my bedroom. As I walked 
around on the carpet thick with must, I saw something that had 
never been there before. On the red plastic table beside my bed, 
there was a photograph in a frame. I had never seen a photograph 
in the house before. It was of Mam and me. My face scrunched up 
and swaddled in a new born blanket, and Mam’s face, looking down 
at me. She didn’t look vacant, or soulless, or crazy, or any of the 
things I had called her so many times. Her eyes were hopeful.   
She was happy. 
 I picked up the photo, took it out of the frame and put it 
in my pocket. There was no point asking Moira about it. No point 
exploring the what ifs and whys of our life. The photo would be 
enough.. It was from a time beyond the boundaries of my memory, 
but in the photo, she was happy to be with me. I sat on the bed, 
listening to Moira’s kitchen symphony, and hoped she wouldn’t 
come looking for me for a while yet.
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Hard Days in Hamburg
Holly Kaufman
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On, to nowhere. And then some.
Sven Kretzschmar 

I.

Friday afternoon had me set out for 10,000
roads to Rome, to Wrong, to roam wherever
when I walked home after post-conference pints,
and the city gleamed and glowed around Stephen’s Green
but the sun could not quite let the cracked grey concrete
slaps of pavement appear welcoming.

II.

Pre-weekend disquietude outside the railings
where an architectural couple, anthracite-born,
came toward me with brick-dream faces
smiling multistorey notions of glass-shrine change
that does not know where it will never end. They rushed
by in their Friday evening minds not noticing
a philosopher; an erasure on humanity’s construction plan.

III.

Curved light brightened noise-stuffed air
where grey had its very own charm for asphalt,
stone, shards, crusted blood – the soul of the city
raised on a diet of unsolicited alteration and stout,
and an isochromatic river flowed on, self-confirming
as ever in its every change, taking away ever-bleaching
nostalgia which had sure been part of some painter’s brush.

IV.

When they had passed me, I thought I neglected
being young when there still had been time.
Summer voices faded downstreet, outside
hotel windows, turned to whispers, then: out
of ear’s reach. Bright delight turned into dusk
as I turned into Dawson Street. Behind my back,
people travelled on, to nowhere. And then some.
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