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For Seán, always

and Father Eamonn, who did not laugh when I said I raved

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What follows is a work of the imagination
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Prologue

 

What would my life have been if you had laughed with the others when I said I raved, Thomas?

 

I would not be here in this anchorhold and I would not have written a word.

 

In the silence where your laughter was not, the visions were real again. And all that my life became flowed from that moment. Because my return to the fierce light of my meeting with Jesu banished everything else. There would be no second husband, no household to manage, no busy works of charity. I could not do those things again and attend to the visions, and if the visions were true, I had to choose them. And then I had to receive all that they showed me, more and more seeing, till the words to understand what I was seeing filled my heart and overflowed and I had to start writing them down. And I understood that these words I was writing were not for me but so that others could see for themselves what I had seen.

 

It was not safe to write. Not in English, not these dangerous words and especially not as a woman. I had to trust that if I wrote the words, and they could be kept in secret, they would be read one day.

 

Some think that to enter an anchorhold is to choose death. They are right, it is a kind of death, and one I welcomed. I knew death: I had walked towards its pain and loss and I had tasted the joy that is the other side of the pain. So it was not a hard choice for me. Here was safety; here I could take time, years and more years, to reflect on what I had seen and let it grow in me and write it down privily. I was alone and undisturbed; I did not need to guard my words, my dangerous truth, my woman’s truth.

 

And now I have finished the writing, and the words have been taken away from this place by hands that I trust, to wait until they can be read. The danger is passed from me.

 

What is left, Thomas?

 

An old woman on tired knees. Aside from prayer, my work is done.

 

But here you are at my window, asking for more words. Not of the visions, but of my life. Mine!

 

You say that when this long account of my visions finally comes to be read, perhaps many years from now, people will want to know who I am and they will want to know about my life, because they will see me as their teacher. You whisper that I am a great teacher already. You are wrong. I am not a teacher and I do not want those who read my words to see me.

 

But oh, Thomas, I owe you my life. This life, this rich, anchored life. And I do have more words in me. And yes, they are of myself. They come in answer to a question that has never been far from me. A question that stays strong even as my body grows weaker, as it draws close to death once again and this time with neither hope nor wish to return.

 

Why?

 

Why did these showings come to me, wretch that I am? Why?

 

You believed me when I did not believe myself, Thomas, and I will tell you my life, and you perhaps will hear the answer to my question if I cannot. I will speak truly. But I will speak privately, for I will not have you make my life more important than the words I have written which have gone from here.

 

I do not want my story broadcast, Thomas.





I

Yes. I will tell you: your face is soft, you do not judge me, you never have, seated here at my window, comfortable and big-bellied and unalarming, inhabiting your black Benedictine robes with humility not pride, following my words with nods or smiles or even tears, as you did all those years ago when you first came to me, as you have always done.

 

The words are coming, and the memories.
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II

I see again the child that I was, intense, active, impatiently pushing my fine, always-tangled, mousy-brown hair out of my eyes, full of questions, lonely. I was rarely with other children, for I was my parents’ only child and we lived quietly outside the city in a smallholding, with Marion our maid and my nurse in strict and stiff-boned attendance. Yes, I was intense, and sensitive. I felt everything too much, like a soft cobnut without its shell, easily startled into tears by a lonely, hungry tramp; the ewe-mother of a stillborn lamb; even a flower broken at its stem by a thoughtless human hand.

 

I saw these things, noticed them on my long solitary wandering through the woods and fields by our home, because my parents always asked me what I had seen that day, when dusk gathered us inside and around the hearth. I on my stool, speaking of my seeing, my mother spinning and smiling at my words, Marion mercifully elsewhere, my father massive in his chair in the flickering shadows, returned from his wool merchanting in the city, protection and his presence one and the same to me.

 

The best time is in the summer, for it is still light when I finish my reporting and my father stands up and says,

Time for our chores, daughter.

 

And I jump up from my stool and run after him as he strides to the door and outside, and there he takes my upstretched hands and swings me onto his shoulders, and together we inspect the smallholding, ensuring the fencing is secure and the three sheep and the two goats are safely within and have water, and the horse in his stall has water and hay, and we make sure the hens are all gathered in their run and that they have water, then we go to the fruit trees and see how the apples are ripening, and we walk up and down the rows of vegetables and comment on their growth, kneeling from time to time to remove a weed. I am in heights of happiness riding so tall on my father’s shoulders, queen of all I survey, holding tightly to his ears or if he complains at my pulling burying my hands in the thick thatch of his black hair, then clutching tightly around his neck as he bends and straightens at the fencing or the weeds, laughing with delight at the sudden swooping danger, knowing I am safe, that I will always be safe because my father is here.

 

And suddenly, he is not here.





III

It is the first pestilence. We do not know what is happening to us, nothing like this has been seen before. There is always sickness and death but now a new, ugly, pitiless, mortal sickness moves among us more swiftly than thought or prayer. We do not know where it comes from; we walk in fear of an enemy we cannot see but know is all around, that will strike silently from any side including from within. You fear your neighbour, even your own kin, you fear the food set before you to eat, the ale that you drink, the water in which you bathe, the air you breathe, the very clothes on your back.

 

I am only seven and I feel the fear not in these details but in those who protect me, my mother and my father. If they are afraid then I am not safe.

 

They are afraid.

 

And today as I stand at the gate of our cottage to greet my father riding back from the city, even from a distance I can see he is not well. He draws near, his whole body is gathered to itself in pain, and moans spill from his lips at every movement of his horse. He does not see me and nor does my mother as she comes running from the cottage to help him dismount and stumble inside. His smell as they pass makes me want to be sick. Rotting flesh.

 

He is brought to his bedchamber, and our home in the days that follow is like a body clenched, locked in tension, holding its breath. I escape as much as I can, out into the woods that surround our cottage, down to the river where it flows beyond the city. I am not heeded; I stay away for hours each day, trying to pretend to myself that all is well at home, trying to lose myself in the detail of my lonely walks as I always did before. I look at a sycamore leaf brown and curled on the path, placed so delicately, its edge hardly touching the earth, prey to the wind and to the crushing footfall of men. I look at a bright-eyed sparrow on a tree-twig twitch its tail before flying away from me, dipping between branches. I look at the scales of a fish dead on the jetty catch the sun and flash rainbow colours, each scale distinct and shining. And all the time I remember that I cannot return and tell my father what I have seen, because he is abed and dying.

 

The sun is warm and I go to the river where they say the pestilence does not linger. I lie on my front on the bank and watch plop-ripples make circles on the surface of the water, like rain but they come from underneath, from water boatmen as they reach up to catch their insect prey and then retreat. I make a palm-sized world with my hands cupped either side of my eyes, a world with no dying father, no distracted, white-faced mother, no waspish Marion. Into my private world, my safe world which I make with my cupped hands, floats my very own water boatman, hanging just below the surface of the water, his wing-oars outstretched and gently moving to keep him still and buoyant, like men would in a boat, but he is breathing underwater as they could not. I see my palm-sized world through his eyes: full of dark green and light green fronds of waterweed, huge to him. He has a scaly body, his antennae twitch, he is a fish-insect, and suddenly he shoots faster than my sluggish human eyes can follow, out of my palm-sized world, to his prey I think: it is not a safe world for them. The longer I am still the more I see, more and more movement of creatures from dots and specks of flies to stately fish, moving through my palm-sized world. I gently dip my finger into the water, slowly so that it does not disturb, and watch the creatures as their fear abates and they approach and nuzzle or swim around this great clumsy pacific intruder.

 

When reluctantly I return, Marion is standing in the doorway. She looks thunderous.

 

You neglect your father, she says. You should be near him and pray for him. Do you not love him? That is what he thinks. He thinks that you do not care.

 

I draw in my breath, wincing at Marion’s accusing finger and her admonition. Guilt breaks open in me and floods my heart. My father thinks I do not love him? Squirming away from Marion’s hand as it pushes me unkindly through the cottage to his bedchamber, scared of what I will see but driven by Marion and my guilt, I go to the stinking place where he has lain for days. I land splat, hard on my knees, outside the door, pushed by Marion.

 

It is not safe to enter, she hisses, but you can stay here and pray – pray loudly so he can hear you.

 

I am terrified.

 

Where is my mother?

 

Not here.

 

With no further explanation, Marion opens the chamber door wide, looking at my face with vindictive satisfaction as she passes by me and away.

 

I can see him.

 

This is not my father.

 

Pater noster,

Our Father, I cry out in the Latin I have learned, qui es in caelis, who art in heaven

Hallowed be thy name

 

A shrunken distorted frame lies abed, stick-like arms and legs held stiffly akimbo, claw hands curled over a belly as round and distended as though it were bearing a child.

 

Thy kingdom come

 

I can see stains on the bedclothes draped over lumpen swellings where the arms and legs begin, and above the blankets the neck bulges with bulbous egg-shaped lumps, some oozing foul-smelling muck, holding the head in stiff stillness.

 

Thy will be done

 

The face has paper-thin skin patched purple, drawn over jutting cheekbones, teeth bared, moaning breaths, eyes staring upwards.

In earth as it is in heaven

 

It is my father’s face.

 

Give us this day our daily bread

And forgive us our trespasses

 

It is my father and he is here, lost in this rotting, stiffly held frame; he is not elsewhere, ready to protect me, filling his chair by the fire and the whole room with his great black-haired black-eyed comforting healthy presence, laughing at my stories of what I have seen that day.

 

As we . . . my voice falters . . . as we forgive those

 

He is here, helpless. He is here and he does not know me. My strong father, helpless and in so much pain. And there is nothing I can do for him.

 

Except pray. I make myself stay kneeling repeating the Pater Noster over and over again, watching in fascinated horror the restless movements and moans until they become more pronounced, moans drowning my stumbling words, the head is moving from side to side on the pillow and now the lips smack horribly over the large yellowed teeth, and the tongue, a rasping dry thing, pokes out of the mouth, and he cries out words I cannot discern and I do not know what he means or what he needs. I only know he is in terrible pain and needs help and I do not know what to do and I am alone with him, where is Marion, where is my mother? I can bear it no longer and I start up from my knees just as my mother appears with a bowl and I push past her and run out of the cottage out into the woods down to the river and throw myself on the bank and weep more tears than all the deep flowing river can possibly hold, flowing past me, flowing onwards, onwards to the sea.
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