Excerpt from HOLY ORDERS



Beth returned home and found her mother asleep on the settee. She climbed the ladder to her loft and flung herself across the bed. Her thoughts raced wildly back to Dan Kelly behind the woodshed and her heart beat clear up to her throat. He's not so dumb, she thought, not so dumb as the others think. She closed her eyes and drifted asleep. After what seemed like only moments, she was startled awake by a shrill cry and bolted upright, trembling, for fear it wasn't a dream, but a real banshee nearby.

Outside, the setting sun glowed golden red. "Mother Mary, I'm in trouble now with no supper ready for the others come home." She scrambled down the ladder, forgetting all about her banshee dream, and rushed to the settee. "Ma, I'm sorry, I fell asleep. Do you need anything?" She bent down to kiss her mother's cheek. It was cold. "Ma?" She placed her hand on the old woman's cheek. "Ma!" She threw herself across the still form and clutched the quilt. "Ma! Wake up!" She gathered her mother into her arms and rocked, sobbing, "Mama--Mama--Wake up, Mama."

When the others came bursting through the door, Beth could only scream, "She's dead!" She released her hold and jumped to her feet. "Ma's dead! She's dead!" 

The noisy banter died down to a murmur. Tim moved cautiously to the settee and looked down. "'Tis true," he whispered. "Ma's passed." The words caught in his throat. 

Thom Rourke entered the cottage behind them and his sons stepped aside to let him pass. His bulky form filled the doorway, blocking the remaining light of the day. He shuffled toward the settee and gasped at the sight of the still, frail form that had once been his wife. He stood looking down at her and his eyes betrayed the reflection of death. He reached hesitantly toward Beth, crouched on the floor beside the settee. He placed a large, callused hand on her shoulder in a self-conscious attempt to share his daughter's grief. 

She jumped to her feet and pounded both fists at his chest. "She's dead," she cried, "and she'll never see Ireland again. I hate you! I hate you!" 

His eyes glazed and he grabbed hold of both her wrists, then shoved her away in one sweeping gesture. Still sobbing, she inched her way to the corner, where she buried her face in the skirt of her pinafore. Jack ran to her side and held her in his arms, his sobs mingled with his sister's. Tim stood next to his father, not sure what to expect from the man he both loved and feared. 

Thom's solemn gaze was fixed on his wife's still form. "Yer Ma died a long time ago," he whispered, almost to himself, and taking the quilt in both hands, gently drew it up over the ashen face. He turned and faced the window, looking out at a sliver of gold streaked across the sky, the only remnant of the day, hovering above the blackened sea. Was he thinking of love passed? Was he saying good-bye? Was he sorry his wife had died alone on her settee by the window? Soon the sliver of gold gave way to purple and then there was darkness, except for the flickering glow of fire in the hearth. 

"Tim, go for the priest and tell Moriarty to come for your mother. John Paul, go after Maddie Kelly for your sister." 

Thom Rourke said no more. He took a bottle from his pocket and sat by the fire to wait. 

