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Secrets
(1977)
Bernard MacLaverty
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He had been called to be there at the end. His Mary had been dying for
* some days now and the house was full of relatives. He had just left his girlfriend’s
euth, g¢-{home — they had been studying for *A’ levels together — and had come back to the

fyer Isve, lhouse to find all the lights spilling onto the lawn and a sense of purpose which had been
impirtant “absent from the last few days. /,Cﬂl“cs F)r{crp%,zw

miieafv He knelt at the bedroom door to join in the prayers. His knees were on the wooden

of ¢ Afrehold and he edged them forward onto the carpet. They had tried to wrap her
,a%w, p}f%” L‘g‘l‘]UT].L'j’_a/ crucifix but they kept loos'grﬁﬁé'.‘%h‘é’z%; 1OWO Mfllow and her face
g?xrefe seegne u:ﬂbu\s’shrunk by half since he had gone out earlier in the night. Her white ‘1':,5")‘/8

uhink.eng har “aﬁdiiﬂlg;d_ﬂd pushed back from her forehead. She twisted her head from side . "

fo8i Nty 10 side, her eyes closed. The prayers chorused on, trying to cover the sound she was A, %, %
exmeme ¢ - . —.l.‘1 ide rexil 9, 0%,
pan dm,,,”‘Wl. Someone said about her teeth and his mother deancd over her 2 f

e and said. “That's the pet,” and took her dentures from her mouth. The lower half of her
% ®face seemed 10 collapse. She half opened her eyes but could not raise her eyelids enough

self
and showed only cresc ite, , shock " syl o are
a »;[.L')]“:/[. only crescents of whlle. 5 C&dmlﬁﬁf'k ‘ . a’fa

; all Mary full of grace . . " ¢ prayerS went on. He closed his hands 0V9( hls/”-”"
face so that he would not have to 1ook b o e]t( [Q‘i trace of his girlfriend’s handcream ;’mufd
trom his hands. Thﬁv&‘r‘ﬁ-ﬁ a;ff&ﬂ]ﬂ. guttural, (hat his aunt was 1 aking became s, 20,

intolerable to him. [t wa?‘l as ﬂshefwere drowningsgm“ﬁgiﬁ TO’{M@_‘YW%’M
/hcr to have. He got up ‘f‘r’g(n% fhe nfl*oi)r and stepped between the Olheclj Wh&wereq;ice,";‘

%ﬁ,‘;ﬂ kneeling and went into her sitting-room off the same Ianding.o‘n&’:ﬁ'q’” h&fp&ﬂ%’%

~ He was trembling with anger or sorrow. he didn’t kno@qwhich. He sat in th 4
brightness of her big sitting-room at o

[c ) the oval table and wajted yfor something 10 huﬁg
fny 0 the table was a cut-glass vase of irises, dxin)g ecau‘ge‘)s o[04 Been Th Eez for

ver
(DuroPiing., week . s ;
Tr dyg | - He sat starjpo at them. The were withering the tips inward, scrolling
473 y rom the tip
Py [themselves delicately

Lo Jfora long time ung
ey g unti]

brown and neat. Clearing up)after themselves. He stared at them
he heard the sounds of wom n¢weeping from the next room.
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115” <—‘Don’t be so inquisitive,” she’d say. ‘Let’s see what happens next in the story.’
'La,,& /l'?‘f,,:( )ne day she was sitting copying figures into a long narrow book with a dip pen when
¢

’}:ﬁgrhﬁe came into her room. She didn’t look up but when he asked her a question she just

\{’;M knee, her arms around him and holding the page flat with her hand. When he was bored
ol
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‘fak'aA gr/"all j ;10 [/f/(,{/ﬁ/[r) W; +LJo th /‘ ,
() care i pryso y teerefive, gometal

A opparkal 7 o p "
n’guf\ kg | et life uen b, osisres 2 o

. “NA 5ty 7 r*f
vt H!»r\’l“m had hcen/l%'” her head on a level wWith his when she sat g1 hun:/hlvafme M LAA9
11s @ . R o , X P R T table
( - ceemed to £9 smaller each year. Her skin fresh. her hair white and waveq
.sl1w'l < well washed. She wore no jewellery gxcept a cameo rin ave
D R e S g
{ hand and, around her neck, a gold locket on a ch

her right A
the ring was almost worn through and had become ¢
on g

y iced the ring when she had read to him as g chi et 1
boy had notice ]bl~‘ —— f-_fv.\dt—h!d' In the eginning fairy pim ,Jf:‘ )
tales, then as he got older extracts from famous novels, Lorna Doone. Persuasiom#n1 2 &sten)
uthering He:glzrs atll%lzgalggl{wo%tract. h§cause she read it 5o often. Pip’s \f,:';%
meeting with Miss Havisham from Great Expectations. She would sit with him on her /v &
learn
i educatis,
he would interrupt her and ask about the ring. He loved hearing her tell of how her . puhins,
grandmother had given it to her as a Brooch and she had had a ring made from it. He . ,’fa '
would try to count back to see how old it was. Had her grandmother got it from her (] (
dmother? And if so what had she turned it into? She would nod her head from side .27 O;D
gran ted it . ) cad from side 775 :
10 side and say, ‘How would 1 know a thing like that?" kee Téﬁ,he:tg!'-ace in the closed -
book with her finger. yecrteny o Quitt) clesed gening up -

rones
said. ‘Mm?” and went on writing. The vase of irises on the oval table vibrated slightly ,n#ity
as she wrote. Tk ref-
‘What is it?’
reading glasses. o
‘T've started collecting stamps and Mamma says you might
‘Does she now—7?’ cﬁS},‘VjPﬁm % )
She got up from the table and \\'Jn to the tall walnut
the alcove. From a shelf of the bookcase she took a small W
one for the lock. There was a harsh metal shearing sound as she e
down. The writing area was covered with green leather which had dog-eared at [hj /
comers. The inner part was divided into pigeon holes, all bulgmg with pupers.ﬁOl}}; Lre ‘
them, envelopes, were gathered in batches nipped at the waist with clastic bands. Thel J
were postcards and bills and cash-books. She pointed to the postcards.

: ’ id. * v hem. Steam them
You may have the stamps on those, she said. ‘But don't tear 1 o
off. B ake carec/B bl

T+ he” - the P2
. : e arm of the s
She went back to the oval table and continued wmfng. He saton %ul S fb(:/lwl»

punt 1S
an éxon'c
Spanish, with a bald man. M*Ccrf‘;)ﬁ

[talian with what looked like (,;%u,.é
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'POHMP;(’ | abo Fhe life.
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-0 TINg on the third finger of / Y e
an. The white classical f)ru' 49

ranslucent and indistinc” The kl.’
hel
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i 1 lotti d,looked, up at him over her Al

She wiped the nib on b";)n;;%)paper ?Mku‘sﬂg" ' '—1,4\ &@Q%C
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| i sS1QNS & rdes,) brown
chair looking through the pictuge ?ﬁ?&c\i}s = mli’%@‘ﬁgﬁigj%ﬁnai > brown
Photographs of town centres, d{mg black and S hi o beketie:
Then he turned them over and began to sort the stamps.
French with rooster, German with funny jerky print, some
@ chimney-sweep’s bundle and a hatchet. ‘

These are great,” he said. ‘I haven’t got any of them.

:JUS[ be careful how you take them off.’

.IC%al;olul-ﬂke them dO\)\I’l‘]S[Llil'S‘.)‘ ort‘%mﬁn'

> your mother there? \
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:‘}::n perhaps it's besl if you bring the kettle 'up here.’ -
He went down to the kitchen. His mother was in the morning room polishing silver
He took the kettle and the flex upstairs. Except 101" the dipping and scratching of hi;
aunt’s pen the room was silent. It was at the back Qt the house overlooking the orcharg
and the sound of traffic from the main road was distant and muted. A tiny rayje began
as the kettle warmed up. then it bubbled and steam gushed quietly from its spout. 'ﬁw
cards began to curl slightly in the jet of steam but she did{1'l seem 1o be watching, The
stamps peeled moistly off and he put them in_a saucer of water to ,th“i“_!h@m,_y
“Who is Brother Benignus?" he asked.(She seemed not to hearSHe asked agaip and
h she looked over her glasthcﬂh (/o-yycfgﬁoujs %ﬁﬁaiaﬂg 'f’ﬁf«) . hW}invt
j"‘ &— ‘He was a friend.” =29 respor St ‘and di share
ns < ve(His flourishing signature ap@ed again and again. Sometimes Bro Benignus,
o g 3O etimes Benignus and once Iggy. =1 :
3 Ymqus CIs he alive?’ immeolhiare chafwg i/ tapi -
Seupns is’No, he’s dead now. Watch the kettle doesn’t run dry.’
v When he had all the stamps off he put the postcards together and replaced them in
the pigeon-hole. He reached over towards the letters but before his hand touched them
% q':[ his aunt’s voice. harsh for once, warned 5P¢"F1,é f;f;g‘“?‘ )t f/akg’?

Sim shock senr for ki
Mme moved her pen fror

calm

o Side to side. ‘Do-not-touch,” she said and smiled.
rea

g es(That section, no!) She resumed her writing. «Adestand:”

excirvy ‘
but not row boy went through some other papers and found some photographs. One was of
dﬁgldé-e a bgdutiful girl. It was very old-fashioned but he could see that she was beautiful. The
Hraalser ture was a pale brown oval set on a white square of card. The edges of the oval
"‘/‘45' were misty. The girl in the photograph was young and had dark, dark hair scraped
(5%

2 severely back and tied like a knotted rope on the top of her head — high arched
.gin?a:g eyebrows. her nose straight and thin, her mouth slightly smiling, yet not smiling — the
et $nock way a mouth is after smiling. Her eyes looked out at him dark and knowing and
beautiful.

‘Who is that?” he asked.

‘Why? What do you think of her?”

She’s all right.”

‘Do you think she is beautiful?”” The boy nodded.

"That’s me." she said. The boy was glad he had pleased her in return_for the
stamps. - T

Other photographs were there. not posed ones like Aunt Mary’s but Brownie snaps
of laughing groups of girls in bucket hats like German helmets and coats to their ankles.
They seemed tiny faces covered in clothes. There was a photograph of a young man
smoking a cigarette, his hair combed one way by the wind against a background of sed-

"Who is that in the uniform?” the boy asked.

‘He's a soldier,” she answered without looking up.

‘Oh." said the boy. ‘But who is he?’

» 5 . e p 1 7 ’ ‘ E I
HLA\‘» as a friend of mine before you were born,” she said. Then added. _QUW
\Aﬂ:_llung cooking? Take your stamps and off you go. That’s the boy.’
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The hﬁ looked at the back of the picture of the m

N : y an and g
John Aug’ 15 Ballintoye’. §

AW In black spidery ink

q thought maybe it was Brother Benignus,' he said. She Jooke -
e onedat him not
2 ne S ‘/-Sfawﬁ‘caw

answer-

ng. Nne

«was your friend killed in the war?’
At first she said no. but then she chafiged her mind_ﬂLfO"iy‘C@Qw %bﬂl;
Perhaps he was.’ \h.c——l“—igli—th?ﬁinm:@ll\m? far too inquixiMe“(‘7 / ALf'\j\J
and go and see what is for tea. Your mother wilm%."\ma;netv: fily M?‘f@‘@
pureau and helped tidy the photographs away. Then she locked it ang put the gelzthc stju
the shelf. ys on bde,l,:\\i
‘Will you bring me up my tray?’
The boy nodded and left.

w4
reece, !,

It was a Sunday evening, bright and summery. He was doing his homework and his

mother was sitting on the carpet in one of her periodic fits of tidying out the drawers of

the mahogany sideboard. On one side of her was a heap of paper scraps torn in

quarters and bits of rubbish, on the other the useful items that had to be kept. The boy

heard the bottom stair creak under Aunt Mary’s light footstep. She knocked and put her

head round the door and said that she was walking to Devotions. She was dressed in

her good coat and hat and was just easing her fingers into her second glove. The boy

saw her stop and pat her hair into place before the mirror in the hallway. His mother

stretched over and slammed the door shut. It vibrated, then he heard the deeper sound

of the outside door closing and her first few steps on the gravelled driveway. He sat for

a long time wondering if he would have time or not. Devotions could take anything from o

twenty minutes to three quarters of an hour, depending on who was saying it. iﬂ%f‘mmtf
Ten minutes must have passed. then the boy left his homework and went dpstairs )

and into his aunt’s sitting room. He stood in front of the bureau wondering. then he ukf;:‘dﬁ“

hl;fj:%éched for the key®. He tried several before_' t the right one.‘lﬁe Fie?‘k fllafp dd"mg,
screeched as he pulled it down. He pretended/toflook at the postcards again in case
there were any stamps he had mim away and reached for lhe

bundle of letters. The elastic band was thick and old, brittle almost and when he took it

g y ; < I
off its track remained on the wad of letters. He carefully OPL’“C‘:‘] ""e‘.‘md twolk out te
letter and unfolded it, frail, khaki-coloured. 3

0
foyeis care
ardly write to you. [ have spent

My deares v, i so tired I can h ‘
y est Mary, it began, 1 am s " howitzer about 100 yds away

What seems like all day censoring letters (there is : A
firing every 2 minutes). The letters ar Eeunrenfll:z:: Py their d‘tlevr(l)Pl g That
Wwhat they cannot. Some of the men are illiferate; oMhers aln?ost x‘ st That
they feel as much as we do, yet they do not huve_lhe words I«:] cfc?xd iand i
i your job in the schoolroom to give us generalions Wi €4

well. They have . . . ifita
adatsn 't wndlersiond e

-+ naraeraph.
X ad the last paragrap
the el eyq skipped down the page and over the next. He rea
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oo~

*/W/g




»04  Stories of Ourselves

Marv | love vou as much as ever — more S0 that we cannot be together. |
know which is worse. the hurt of this w
my love to Brendan and all at home.

) ) do noy
ar or being separated from you. Giye all
: a

It was signed. scribbles with what he took to be John. He folded the paper
into its original creases and put it in the envel?&e. He opened ano[her.);o
P cargimgmIntl’s ot APk Shere
L\{: A’g S’ | My love. it is thinking ot‘_?%ﬂa’l_@%sanc. When X get a moment | open
Y mv memories of youdas it | were readin® Your (ong dark hai | alwaysg

y __{imagine you weﬁ—n‘g the blouse with the tiny roses, the white one that opened
S dm;n the back — your eyes that said so much without words, the way you
< | lowered your head when I said anything that embarrassg:d you, and the cleap
bal A (nape of your neck. e'\%%‘da?%u&zamc
“ro#c ~  The day I think about most was the day we clingbed the head~at Ballycastle.
In a hollow. out of the wind, the air full of pollery and the sound of insects, the
grass warm and dry and you lying beside me your hair undone, between me and
‘the sun. You remember that that was where 1 first kissed you and the look of
) "‘.-:\a“zz |disbelief in your eyes that made me laugh afterwards.
iy It makes me laugh now to see myself savouring these memories standing alone
) up to my thighs in muck. It is everywhere, two, three feet deep. To walk ten
yards leaves you quite breathless.
I haven’t time to write more today so I leave you with my feet in the clay
and my head in the clouds. .,
I ]o"ve you, John. e cyc’d&w
‘;::_.':/D-ﬁ‘,gf‘\ ngeual waho} e res
alae ﬁ:ﬁ,j . Hc/dE\fx____lbother to put the letter back into the envelope but opened another.
imimate ... polcutally
My dearest, I am so cold that I find it difficult to keep my hand steady enough
to write. You remember/when we swamj the last two fingers of your hand went
the colour and texture of candles with the cold. Well that is how I am all over. It
is almost four days since I had any real sensation in my feet or legs. Everything
is frozen. The ground is like steel.
Forgive me telling you this but I feel I have to say it to someone. The worst

()
poseshaily
erotic, ~

- ev"‘fﬂd

[ ovap et

Curefull}_}(% \
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Freedom

HORRD [{ thing is the dead. They sit or lie frozen in the position they die. YouCQE

o) waS,  distinguish them from the living because their faces are the colour of slate.{God
A’/)U‘S'»T;@@ help us when the thaw comes . .

. This war is beginning to have an effect on\oﬂe

me. | have lost all sense of feeling. The only emotion I have experienced lately is J}qa})ﬂw

one of anger. Sheer white trembling anger. I have no pity or sorrow for t d
and injured. | lilm(ﬁ@m—mmd to be them. If
I'live through this experience I will be a different person.

The only thing that remains constant is my love for you.

Today a man died beside me. A piece of shrapnel had pierced his neck as We€
were moving under fire. | pulled him into a crater and stayed with him until he
died. I watched him choke and then drown in his blood.

. . . . Secret &
[ am full of anger which has no directiop [ooking TS 205
: pre somtLny o

ow Jelechive i)

He sorted through the pile and read half of el &

in the sky and shone directly into the room on
iﬁ:paper glareél He selected a Ifttfl:/r from the baclzootfhfhzaﬁﬁz t‘; dwj; L‘"‘f‘gi“g Making
and as he read- o Donopk Vs My dearest “haded it with his
h S ’7’,D . J ) /DVQ.L(.U_ >3$WC/\M8'D-
/Dearest Mary I am writing this to you from my hospital bed. | S
were ot too worried about not hearing from me, | have been .h hope that you
me, for two weeks and it took another two weeks before | COUIdegC; S0 they tell
write this letter. AW, We0; pasSed) swee. (a3 fe “Urmg myself to
I have been thinking a lot as I lie here .about the war and about myself and
about you. I do no@ know how to say this but [ feel deeply that | must d
something, must sacrifice something to make up for the horror of the past year 1,(,)
some strange way Christ Kagspoken_to me through the carnage . ' ol
O RN cuf a2 Sacripicing widly mak
Suddenly the boy heard the creak of the stair and he frantically tried to slip the lle’tt:ra?yu{e
back into its envelope but it crumpled and would not fit. He bundled them all together.
He could hear his aunt’s familiar puffing on the short stairs to her room. He spread the |JS Lw&w)
elastic band wide with his fingers. It snapped and the letters scattered. He pushed them [geh )
into their pigeon hole and quickly closed the desk flap. The brass scrgechegi_'l‘?udly and \;,a L‘uil
clicked shut. At that moment his aunt came into the roo uH'{",‘i g Ml
‘What are you doin@ﬁH pped. S»«[Bmo% f’ws &5 msult R
‘Nothing.” He stood with the keys in his hand. She walked to the bureau and opened
it. The letters sprung out in an untidy heap.
“You have been reading my letters,” she said quietly. Her mouth was tight with the
words and her eyes blazed. The boy could say nothing. She struck him across the side
of the face. Yvasiev hhﬁfg“ atich
‘Get out,” she said. ‘Get out of my room.’ '
The boy, the side Of_l\lisface’__'__s_tig_gig-&a_ry_iﬁd, put the key§ on the table on his way

out. When hev['u;%‘lﬁqd th)):o 00r §ge called him. He stopped, his hand on me_ ltll d
‘You are dirt,” she Biss and always will b‘h’ shall remember this till the day
I die.’ i . boy, deesn't understand 1
2veu wurde Haour (.L$19\F-fo€ ¥ Sprent, Ful ewotove
Even though it was a warm evening there was a fire int

cieanlinh
had asked him to light it so that she could clear out Aunt

he la{rgc fireplace. His mother
Mary’s stuff. The room could

then be his study, she said. She came in and seeing him a

not djstllrbing you.’

t the table said, ‘I hope I'm
‘No.’

P 1 apers
She took the keys from her pocket, opened the bureau and began burning pap

, - ked it onto the fire, iles gy
and cards. She glanced quickl h one before she ﬂleed; Z'mu " N;/gl,sk/ R oW
very mu

‘Who was Brother Benignus?’ he asked. L h oHae
A gnus?’ he as ‘ aunt kept herse 3
His mother stopped sorting and said, ‘1 don’t know. W RAUAOHTD

"Qherself. She got books from him through the post 0¢¢

ome, al| of others. The sun had Fall
allen
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She went on burning the cards. They built into strata, Sl ov e e
& &= '8 and l)|’1C

and again she broke up the pile with the poker. sending showere o k. N

chimney. He saw her come to the letters. She took off the clastic h;n:(l‘.)I Sparky ,(;\
side with the useful things and began dealing the envelopes into (he j_“‘vli:‘(l put it (};"i
and read quickly through it. then threw it on top of the burning il C. She Openg| ”nz

‘Mama.” he said.
“Yes?”
‘Did Aunt Mary say anything about me?’

‘What do you mean?’
‘Before she died — did she say anything?””’
‘Not that I know of — the poor thing was too far gone to speak. Go rest h
? SU her;” She

went on burning, lifting the corners of the letters with the poker to |et the f]
€ Hameg

underneath them.

When he felt a hardness in his throat he put his head down on his books. Tears

. . 4 - ; v . R 5 C
into his eyes for the first time since she had died and he cried silently into the croo]im?
his arm for the woman who had been his maiden aunt, his teller of tales, that she mio?-,[

forgive him. Se”_-_,ce‘nmb ?

mother  [eafs A

- DOSTCADS put 509 ... he sees Hoot

an eean + he hay come soYLAHA :
undestand theic E, a«fnﬂ\%
valwe = qun'®
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