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The children walked in a line single file. Down the gloomy nave. 
One step, step together, one step, step together. 
Chequered tiles: step black, leave white, step white, leave black.
Five kids from one family, grubby souls inside a vast enclave: elevation cathedral-aping in block concrete. They’d to pretend pray, pouring rain and the bus missed: an hour to kill before the next.  
And you’d never know who might be watching.
‘Hail Mary, full of shite,’ the eldest boy, second-in-line said.
‘Hail Mary, full of shite,’ they responded.
‘The Lord doth whip thee.’
If the day was foul you must be foul back. This day was guttered, no hope for it. The bus if it came would take them back up the hills to their estate. They’d walk the rest, rain teaching them the eternal lesson  –  relentless, impersonal, impersonal, relentless.
One step, step together, one step, step together.
You couldn’t get gooder than this, you couldn’t.
The eldest girl mounted a pew, walking it like a gangplank. The line followed. At the end she balanced on the armrest, arms raised like a diver. ‘Hail Mary, full of shite.’ The boy shoved her and she jumped the aisle to the pew across.
Genius play. Nobody thought about the time their mother had confessed. But it was a kind of enactment, or a rebuttal, of that shame which engaged them. Sanctity was the unbearable they were enlivening. The twins played hopscotch on the tiles. If they missed they’d to spit. The youngest was whining. Hunger fell on their stomachs like the downpour – impersonal, relentless. 
Look at me. The boy tightrope-walking the narrow upright of a pew, arms outstretched, feet slotting outwards with little syncopated forward dribble. He’s in the circus but then he falls, hitting his hip, knocking his knee. He cries, snot drawn along his woollen sleeve. The others carry on their games.
There were three prayers like ships at night soughing through trouble which this stone-block sanctimony-corral could claim.
One: Woman crying in the confessional.
Two: The Lord’s my Shepard, sung at a funeral – the woman’s funeral.
Three: The children’s play.

One:
Evening. Tobacco-lightbulb overhead. The mother sitting there against striped wallpaper, with the kids climbing the walls. Dirty clothes steeping in buckets. Dirty dishes waiting, like they all were, for the father to swing his car into the driveway. 
The mother in her armchair, case packed, wearing her coat and scarf. But why? With the favourite child on her lap. Speaking in cryptic clues when the father came in. He nodding, standing before her, looking around him, thinking what to do.
Please Joe, she said.
Nodding his head again.
They all got into the father’s car. He drove around to St. Benedict’s. She’d the youngest in her lap still. She smoked and hung on. The church was locked up for the evening. No-one about. He drove to the priest’s house, got out, knocked on the door. They could see him talking to someone not seen. 
Housekeeper it was, in nylon housecoat, stepping out to find them staring back at her. Pointing along the road then, he nodding his head, her looking back to the stricken-faced woman in the front seat framed in dirty children. Housekeeper shaking her lowered head finally to show that it was all she could do for him. 
They drove on towards the confession. 
Our Lady Mother of Divine Grace straddling the rise at village centre. Mammoth brutalist pyramid, honey-combed in stained-glass. Grey tower towering. To the eldest boy a castle. Tilting his head back to see its bell suspended. To him a machine-gun turret. Zig-zagging he’d to run the gauntlet of its sights. 
The father held the mother’s arm up the steps, held her. An elderly priest in black cassock seemed to be waiting for them inside the porch – housekeeper must have telephoned. Small man, whitehaired, circumspect, eying the woman with a professional’s detachment. He said he would hear her confession, under the circumstances, although it was not usual to provide the service outside of scheduled hours.
The father took the children over to a small side-alter to see the statues. He gave them each a penny to light a candle. From the shadows of the confessional behind they could sense the mother’s muffled voice. Pennies rattled into the metal box. Candles were lit amidst jostling to be first and the father’s whispered warnings to behave themselves.
Say a little prayer now, the father said.
For what? the eldest daughter who was troublesome demanded. The youngest child was squirming on her lap. She gripped the youngest’s forearm to warn her.
Pray for who you most care about.
The eldest said a prayer for the family dog, who always slept on her bed, no-one else’s.
They sat a long time. Slowly they became aware of a different sound. Growing, becoming echo: someone sobbing. The eldest boy looked to his father but there was no reaction. The father had one of the twins on his knee, the other was nestled into his side. They were tired out, ready to sleep.
Not sobbing really. Low keening more like. Breakouts of lament, caught breaths in pain, the same as what happened when you fell off your bicycle. The priest’s measured voice following, his sounds released in a surety of cadence: ruled sentences, sentences to remind, evenness that would prevail no matter what.
The eldest girl gazed at the statue: Virgin Mary’s eyes lifted heavenwards as though she was about to swoon, arms held open in resignation like you would to a toddler running towards you.  
Everything was fixed, the daughter thought. They had no part in it. She felt impossible then. Staring at the candles melting, wax pooling light-wells around the golden flames. But inside her it was black. She felt a sudden plunge through an opening; her black inside letting her fall away. She panicked. Dad! she cried to the big monument of her father two children along. Dad! Sound of it striking like a clapper against bronze. Father turning, seeing her, nodding his head. 

Two:
She would have been reliably disappointed by the ending after many endings reached for, but it was in keeping with the desolate days that had kept her company. Winter morning, small woman – the mother’s neighbour if not confidant, up in the choir-loft, voice reedy, voice housewife’d into fear of itself filling the space:
The Lord’s my-ee Sheparrd, eye-il not want, he may-ay-kes-me down to lie. In pa-ah-stures green, he le-ee-dith me, the qui-i-et wa-ters byyyy.
Brown box laid low on a gurney with the mother inside it. She might cry out, keen for herself again. Sin not entropy was the impassible though. Neighbour woman above feebly warbled to cover the sound of nothing, which was most terrible, while white-robed priests were busy with their rituals and pure because they distained the female.
One, two, three, four, five, lined along, and the monumental father, gathered so at the marble step, edge of the void. Before them shelved saints, angels in flight suspended, temporal sightlines fleeing to infinity. A trick was in play and they’d to get through this. 
Outside the bus came on time for once. Passengers rolled by blessing themselves automatically, seeing the empty hearse, boot open. Past houses, rain on windows, gardens of rusted rose-heads withered safely to come again. The reassuring journeying was all; bus ticket in hand proof of the term achieved, up and down over the hills, over and over.
While within heaven’s simulacrum the family clumped beside the coffin, beside the woman who’d keened for herself in intimate shadow, in non-time. 
Inside the box what were her sins? On her knees, face to the metal grill that slid open with a curt sound. Now speak. Utter the reality burgeoning beneath your coat; fixed and fixing – it would be this and nothing else. Could utterance shatter the predicament of this moment? Of course not. 
Bless me Father for I have sinned. She’d found the words and entered. Four labours, an emergency ectopic and a messy miscarriage – now on her knees begging forgiveness of a virgin man, anointed by God.
Inside the wood, trying her hardest to form words which could deliver her. Sounds slipping from her mouth – how she dreamt of the boat to England, escape, an emptying – the words weren’t right – even she could hear that.  
Funeral morning, children waking into a blot covering them, dulling their perceptions until the chancel light of naked actuality lit them up in horror. Then the slinking priests and the sounds of the priests’ intonations. Following organ whinge and the neighbour-woman’s hymn above: nothing but brutality onto their brokenness.
In her mind the troublesome first daughter went into the box to get her mother back. Mammy come out. Her mother had taught her the alphabet, a tedious progress. Hours of letters pointed to along the borders of a toy blackboard. Standing in the kitchen, white capitals in a line edging black expanse. 
The black intrigued the daughter then: what might come from its depths? White chalk held ready to draw forth, to play on the surface; let pale smoke curl out of a chimney telling that the house’s insides were alive – what you couldn’t see but might rely upon; curly pigs’ tails, magic from her press into the forest deep, looping the black into the white, perpetual trail the eldest’s imprimatur.
But the mother had insisted and brought her back. No, look, what’s this one now, and this one? No, try again. You left out S. No, Q comes after P. You had it yesterday, what happened?
She was always getting lost. Out on the roads and in her memory – the last letters particularly eluded her, their positions insecure; she never really learnt them. When she wandered it was easy to lose her way because the new streets all looked the same. She would try to retrace her steps, find herself in the confusion – this way or this way? – fearing she’d be wrong whichever way. Against everything that was right. 
But why are these the letters? Only these sounds to put into the shapes? Why-ey? There could be more –  tugging at her mother’s skirt – just not found yet. The child imagined letters lost on the cemented roads and felt a worry starting. As many as you could think of – why-ey?
The right letters, queued along the blackboard, stamped down on the child’s inventiveness. 
The mother wouldn’t answer – the transaction was to convey the symbols such as they were. So that they lodged in the daughter, became hers to recite correctly in order. If told to, her daughter would say the alphabet, swiftly, perfectly. As she had done, rigid by her school-desk gripping her pleats. Instead of the cane to her palms, A to Z correctly performed and you were all right. So the mother understood.
The child fidgeted, flirted, forgot, wheedled to be taken onto the mother’s lap. Letters up the blackboard’s sides became ladders to the possibility of her mother’s attention – the extent of their changing relationship was drawn in capitals. She rubbed herself against her mother’s knees. Don’t make me have to get the wooden spoon out, the mother warned.
Then alone, not long after, lying on the floor with a book, the daughter felt the letters fusing inside her, forming out of curiosity begun in her belly. Not knowing the way, still there was a step across, she was being taken, quite fast, sense forming before her. In her mouth sounds were lengthening, lips shaping them into syllables, tongue capping endings against her teeth –  a-girrl-ran-into-the-forr-esst.
Bare floor registering through her soft hips; tongue-and-groove pinch felt in flesh, pelvis rhythmically moving against gravity to ease it. Following letters fusing inside, sounds slipping in and out, lapping themselves to flow. Wandering, pursuing; pleasure was emerging from the black unknown.  
The daughter had found her way; the mother sitting in the kitchen was left behind.

Three:
The children walked in a line. One step, step together, one step, step together.
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