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         A survivor of a bizarre arranged marriage tells her incredible story to journalist Sean Boyne. It is a unique, harrowing tale, full of strange and terrible events. It is the story of a young girl used by old men for their own needs – sex, power and money. She could be a real-life Sive, from John B Keane’s famous play. But her story did not happen in the 1950s, it happened in the modern Ireland of the 1970s. This woman is still in her early forties. From the depths of despair she has won back her integrity, her identity and her sense of humour.
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            NOTE

         
 
         The Irish woman whose story is told in the pages that follow is a rape victim. When the woman I call ‘Nuala’ was forced as a sixteen-year-old by her father to marry an elderly farmer in the 1970s, there was no offence in Irish law known as marital rape. A husband could force his wife to have sexual intercourse, and it was not a crime. The law has since been changed, and marital rape is now a serious offence in Ireland.

         Despite assurances that this would be a marriage of convenience with no sex involved, the teenage bride found herself in a nightmare world in which she was tied down and raped, and beaten repeatedly.

         Of course, in terms of Irish law in the 1970s, Nuala was never raped, as the deed happened within marriage, albeit a forced marriage. Yet in moral terms, she is very definitely a rape victim, and for the sake of her children would like to avail of the anonymity that is the traditional prerogative of the woman who suffers this most serious of crimes against the person.

         In deference to her wishes, all names of individuals have been changed in this book, as have the names of towns and villages. Some details have also been changed to protect her identity and that of certain other individuals who were caught up in this saga. Some of the conversations reported in this book should not be taken as verbatim accounts of what was actually said at the time – nobody took notes. However, the dialogue and narrative convey the general flavour of the events as remembered by Nuala.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            INTRODUCTION

         
 
         It took her more than twenty-two years to get in touch. I can’t honestly say I spent all that time waiting for her call. Even though I had never forgotten about her and her horrific story, I never dreamt our paths would cross again. And then, when I was least expecting it, the phone rang. It was a Friday afternoon in June 1997. At first, it seemed like one of those routine calls that are part and parcel of the daily grind of Irish newspaper life. A woman was on the line. Sounding hesitant and rather tense, she said she wanted to tell the story of her life. I have to admit I was sceptical. From time to time, members of the public phone newspapers to seek to tell their life story, even though they may have little to tell. I asked the woman if there was anything unusual about her life. There was a pause. Then she said that when she was sixteen she was sold by her father as a bride to an elderly man.
 
         For a moment I was dumbstruck. I knew immediately that this was the story that had been on my mind on and off for more than two decades. Back in the mid-1970s I had written a story for the Sunday World newspaper about a sixteen-year-old girl who had tried to commit suicide after being forced by her father to marry a farmer four times her age. The farmer had, in effect, bought her. The story did not go into any great detail, and only covered the broad outline of the affair. The information came from a confidential source. Those involved were not named, but the girl later wrote to the paper denying the story. I figured she had written the letter under duress. I never met her and often wondered what had happened to her. The frightening details stuck in my mind, but I realised that the chances of getting to talk to her were extremely remote. And now, after all those years, she was on the line. I knew that this had to be the woman whose story had made such a lasting impression upon me.
         
 
         I felt as if the hair was standing out on the back of my neck as I took the phone call in the Dublin newsroom of the Sunday World. I said to the caller, ‘I think I know who you are.’ I asked if she was from a particular village, and she confirmed that she was.
         
 
         She mentioned her name and I immediately recognised it. She told me, ‘Your newspaper ran a story about my case many years ago.’ I replied, ‘I know. It was I who wrote it.’

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER ONE
 
            THE CEREMONY

         
 
         She sat stiffly in her wedding dress in the back seat of her father’s beat-up Anglia. Her mother sat quietly beside her. Her father heaved himself in behind the wheel, grinning at the neighbours who had come out to wave them off to the church. He turned the key in the ignition two or three times and finally the engine coughed into life with a husky, asthmatic roar. Dan Slowney, in his best suit and with his hair slicked back, puffing on an untipped Player, confidently steered the car slowly away from his cottage on the main street of Knockslattery village.
 
         Nuala’s thoughts were in turmoil. She found it hard to focus on what was happening to her. She was in a daze. It was good that her mother was there with her, but she could sense her mother’s unhappiness and tension too. She knew her mother could not do anything for her now. Nuala looked at her father and thought how she loathed him.
 
         Every neighbour in the tiny, rundown village set amid rolling hills and farmland seemed to be out on the street. They were waving and calling out their best wishes. Children, laughing and shouting, ran alongside the car. Then Nuala spotted her three friends standing on the opposite side of the street in their summer dresses, near the tiny stone-built national school where they had all attended classes. The teenage girls, Carmel, Grace and Pauline, stood apart from everybody else and looked frightened. Their eyes were red, as if they had been crying. One of them nodded at Nuala. Another girl, Nuala’s very best friend Carmel, raised her hand weakly as if to say goodbye. They were not sharing in the festivities. They knew the real story. It was as if they were at a funeral, not a wedding.
         
 
         Nuala glanced quickly at her pals and looked away again. She knew if their eyes met for too long she would break down. It was bad enough being a spectacle in her wedding dress in front of the neighbours. She didn’t want to cry in front of them as well. She tried to remain inscrutable, but she reckoned that anybody who looked closely into her eyes would see her terror and despair.
 
         She hated all this unwanted attention from the neighbours, and just wanted to get out of there as quickly as possible. They had only travelled a couple of hundred yards when she heard the engine spluttering and falling away into an ominous silence, as the car coasted to a stop. The grin froze on Dan’s face.
 
         ‘Ah for Jaysus sake, what’s wrong with the shaggin’ thing now?’ he fumed as he jumped out of the car.
 
         ‘Oh my God,’ groaned Nuala through gritted teeth to her mother. ‘Why couldn’t he hire a big black wedding car like everybody else?’ Her mother reached out and gripped her hand, to reassure her. Nuala felt trapped in front of all these people gawping at her.
 
         She said to her mother, ‘I’m not pushing it, Mammy. I don’t care what he says, I’m not getting out to push it. Not in my wedding dress.’
 
         The car happened to give up the ghost in front of the village water pump. Some people in the rural Ireland of the time still did not have running water and would get their supply from the pump. A cousin of her father’s happened to be filling milk churns with water for household use. Dan quickly roped him in, and the churns were hastily pulled out from the back seat of the cousin’s Mini. Nuala and her parents squeezed into the small car and the cousin, a man called Tommy, set off for the church. Dan was grinning again, puffing confidently on his ever-present cigarette. Another problem solved, no bother.
         
 
         Nuala could sense Tommy’s coolness towards Dan. She reckoned that Tommy had heard through his family connections about the marriage and that he did not approve. Tommy was a decent man and his reserve towards her father was a gesture that she appreciated. Fair play to you, Tommy, she thought.
 
         ‘Will you come around to the hotel later for a few jars, Tommy?’ said Dan as they arrived at the church.
 
         ‘I’ll talk to herself and we’ll see if we can make it,’ said Tommy. Nuala knew he wouldn’t show up.
 
         It was a small country church, set in tranquil, open countryside, serving a small farming community. Generations of dead from the locality lay beneath carved stone Celtic crosses in the adjoining graveyard, with the soft green outline of distant hills on the horizon. It was neither her parish church nor the groom’s. She didn’t fully understand why it had to be this particular church. All kinds of arrangements were made without her knowledge, and the selection of the church was one of them. She did not know what procedures were followed to arrange the ceremony, but has a vague recollection of forms being filled in to pave the way for a wedding outside her own parish.
 
         Only Nuala’s close relatives were at the nuptials. The groom’s family did not attend – his grown-up children did not approve of the match. Dan led his daughter down the aisle and in front of the altar she joined husband-to-be Paddy McGorril, whom she had known only a few weeks, had met about half a dozen times and with whom she had never even had a proper conversation. This man, with whom she was supposed to spend the rest of her married life until death claimed one or other of them, was a virtual stranger to her. She was sixteen; he was in his mid-sixties. And then there were those rumours she had heard about him, rumours that frightened her.
         
 
         The church wasn’t packed but she could sense all those strangers there, all looking at her. She felt as if their stares were burning into her back. She felt like turning around to them and saying, ‘Would ye ever buzz off and mind your own business!’ She could hear the usual sounds of a congregation in a small country church – the echoing coughs, the whispers, the rattle of shoes on the floor. She knew in her heart they were not all there just for the Mass. They were there for the spectacle. Word had gone around that a schoolgirl was marrying an elderly man. People were paying into the Olympia Theatre up in Dublin for less. She could imagine elderly women in hats and scarves whispering to each other and blessing themselves, and glancing at prayer books – and craning their necks for a glimpse of the odd couple at the top of the church.
 
         She had a feeling of doom, a sense of foreboding, as she knelt at the altar. Her emotions were a turbulent mixture of disgust, fear, and hatred. She just did not want to be here, with this man whom she detested. There were tears in her eyes all during the ceremony, and she felt almost unbearably tense. She could not help noticing that the celebrant, Fr Sevron, was a good-looking young guy. He wasn’t as handsome as her great heart-throb, the pop star David Essex, but he was the kind of bloke you wouldn’t mind showing off to your girlfriends. Somehow the priest’s youthful good looks only reminded her how she was physically repelled by the man she was marrying. She felt at that moment she would marry anyone other than her ‘fiancé’.
 
         Her intuition told her that the priest had come to sense during the ceremony that all was not well with this wedding, that maybe the bride did not really want to go ahead with it. He probably sensed that her tears were not tears of sentiment but of distress. Obviously the priest could not cancel the wedding just on a hunch. But Nuala got the impression that he was delaying the ceremony, going very slowly, so as to give her one last chance to back out. At one stage he said that he could not find the marriage rites. She heard him saying, ‘I won’t be a minute.’ The thought came into her mind afterwards – was he giving her a chance to change her mind? It seemed to her that the Mass went on far longer than the average Mass. She was afraid her father was going to get up and say to the priest, ‘Will you feckin’ well marry her and get it over with!’
         
 
         When Fr Sevron asked her if she took this man to be her lawful wedded husband, she could not bring herself to say ‘I do’. The priest had to put the question three times. As she hesitated, she could feel the tension mounting in the church. Each time she was asked the vital question she turned around to look at her father in the front pew, this man who was forcing her into this loveless union. Each time he glared back at her, nodding at her, silently commanding her to say the words. Finally, she spoke the phrase that would seal her fate.
 
         She was in shock for the entire day of her wedding. During the ceremony, she could not bear the idea of this man putting a ring on her finger. She grabbed the ring from him and put it on her finger herself. She did it out of defiance. Her attitude was that even though she was putting on this wedding ring, it certainly was not out of love.
 
         In the weeks before the wedding, she often used to sit down with her mother and say, ‘He will never go ahead with it. Never. What father would do this to his own daughter?’ Even up to the morning that she was in her wedding dress, she still thought it was not going to happen. She would sob to her mother like a child, ‘Will you come down there with me, Mammy? Will you stay with me in that house? It wouldn’t be too bad if you came with me, Mammy. I can’t stay there on my own with those two fellas, your man and the workman. Oh, it would be terrible. Please don’t leave me alone there, Mammy.’ Her mother would try to reassure her as best she could and say she would come with her, that she would visit her, that she would always be there for her.
         
 
         Her mother would say, ‘But you will have plenty of friends. You will never want for anything. You will have lovely clothes that your friends don’t have, and other things that your friends won’t have.’ And Nuala would say to her, ‘But I don’t care, Mammy, I would rather be with my friends. I don’t want to be different from all the other girls. None of them have boyfriends drawing the pension.’ On the day of the wedding, before she got to the church, her mother tried to get her to look on the bright side, saying that she need not fear her father ever again. ‘He will never rule you again, Nuala.’
 
         After the ceremony, the wedding party went to a hotel and for the first time in her life Nuala smoked openly and drank alcohol. She had been stealing a drag from the odd cigarette, but never in front of her father. Now she felt it was time to rebel. She bought a packet of cigarettes and lit up ostentatiously in the hotel foyer, even though her father had always forbidden her to smoke. He himself remained a heavy smoker despite serious health problems – it was a case of do as I say, not as I do. She enjoyed a delicious moment of defiance when he strode over to her angrily and hissed at her, ‘Take that cigarette out of your mouth or I’ll kill you.’ She replied cheekily, ‘Daddy, I’m not your daughter any more. I’m a married woman now, and my husband tells me what to do. You can’t order me around any more.’ She enjoyed turning the tables on him. She reckoned that on the day in question, she’d get away with that small display of rebellion.
 
         At the reception, she had a moment alone with the priest. Then she dropped her bombshell. Her tongue loosened by champagne, she told him, ‘I did not want to marry this man at all. I was made to do it.’ Fr Sevron was startled. If he had suspicions before, they were now borne out. He whispered to her urgently, ‘But why didn’t you tell me? You should have told me. Why didn’t you even tell me at the altar?’ Nuala’s new husband was close by, and she couldn’t say much else. The priest became very subdued and sombre. No doubt the enormity of the consequences for this teenager was dawning on him. Fr Sevron, who was to die at quite a young age, left the hotel shortly afterwards. Before he left, he came over to Nuala and shook hands with her. He told her he would pray for her. ‘Thanks,’ she said.
         
 
         There were no speeches during the meal – a small mercy for which the bride was thankful. She was in no mood for sanctimonious clichés about the groom being welcomed into the family and other nonsense like that. Meanwhile, she got down to the serious business of getting drunk to blot out the memory of what had been done that day. The champagne was flowing and she knocked back glass after glass, until she was absolutely sloshed.
 
         That evening, Nuala returned to her parents’ house. The next day, she would move to Paddy’s place. There was to be no honeymoon. There had been talk of a honeymoon, a tour of Killarney, but Nuala had put her foot down and refused to go. It was one of those rare occasions when she managed to get her way. Looking back now, she just cannot say how a honeymoon could have been squared with the pre-nuptial guarantee given to her that this would be a ‘no sex’ marriage. Would it have been a honeymoon with separate rooms, maybe even separate hotels? They would have been the oddest honeymoon couple in Killarney that year.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER TWO
 
            THE MATCH

         
 
         When Nuala first saw the big, isolated country house, she felt uneasy. The Dickensian-style residence must once have been quite imposing, the proud home of a gentleman farmer. Now the rambling three-storey Georgian house with stables at the back had an air of faded elegance, and seemed to lack a woman’s touch. With her teenager’s attitude, Nuala felt that the house had a ghostly, eerie aura about it, and felt repelled.
 
         It was a twist of fate that first brought Nuala and her father to the house. It was a fine day in late summer 1973, and sixteen-year-old Nuala was helping her fuel-merchant father make deliveries in a remote part of the country. Dan Slowney had some bags of anthracite coal in the back of a pick-up truck that he wanted to sell off and he decided to chance his luck by calling ‘on spec’ to the house surrounded by trees at the end of a long avenue.
 
         As Dan steered his ramshackle truck up the long drive to the house, Nuala sat beside him in the passenger seat. Dan was puffing on a cigarette, his rough clothes and hands grubby from coal dust. All around were rolling green acres of good farmland. Cows grazed in the pastures, and the hedgerows and trees were in full bloom. The house might be a little unkempt, but there was still a good, big farm there. Dan cast a shrewd eye over the obvious affluence around him. If he smelled the fragrance of the fields through the open window of the truck on this bright summer’s day, he gave no sign. Something far more interesting was assailing his nostrils – the smell of money.
 
         He was fuming. The load of anthracite in the back of the truck had been intended for a local farming family, but they had decided that they did not really need it. This was mainly because, with his silver-tongued salesman’s skills, Dan had talked them into buying a big load of coal just a few days previously. Then, in his greed, he tried to hit them again for more money by offering them another load. ‘I do have the coal now, so better to buy it, because I may not have it later when it do get really cold, when yez will be freezing,’ he told them. He delivered the second load, then had to listen to the two sisters in the house wittering on about how their brother was in bad health and how afraid they were that he might get a heart attack – and at the end of it all, after wasting his time, they decided that they did not need the extra fuel after all.
         
 
         ‘I hope he does get the bloody heart attack,’ murmured Dan as he drove along with Nuala beside him. It was more a question of talking out loud to himself rather than addressing his schoolgirl daughter. He never spoke to Nuala unless he had to, and she didn’t say much to him unless she was spoken to. In Dan’s macho world, real men didn’t waste time on smalltalk with schoolgirls.
 
         Dan was a determined salesman. He certainly did not plan to return home with the unwanted bags of fuel. Even though as a small-time merchant he had his own regular customers, he was going to call to a complete stranger to see if he could sell off the load. Dan didn’t bother wasting his time on losers in labourers’ cottages. He believed in going where the money was – and he sensed there was money in this big house.
 
         Nuala looked glumly out the window as the pick-up rattled up the drive. She was a secret smoker and her nostrils longingly absorbed the aroma of her father’s cigarette. She would have loved to ask him for a pull but he wasn’t the type of father who would appreciate the request. He had forbidden his daughter to smoke and in their family his word was law. Smoking was fine for a man, but for a mere slip of a girl, well, that was a different story.
         
 
         Nuala was on her summer holidays from the local convent secondary school. Like any other fun-loving teenage girl of that era, she loved pop music and reading girls’ magazines, and often gazed longingly at the latest fashions in shop windows. The problem was, her father demanded that she work for him any chance she had. Her eldest brothers had flown the coop, and there were just a couple of other children at home, a boy and a girl. On that day, she certainly did not want to be delivering coal with her father. She wanted to be with her friends, doing the innocent things girls did, like talking about boyfriends or trying on her mother’s lipstick. There was an aching resentment inside her that she was not allowed the freedoms that other girls had.
 
         On this summer’s day she was in her working clothes – jeans and a sweater – with her long hair tied up under a hat. She was tall, fit, strong – and very attractive. Dan was proud of his daughter’s physical strength. It wasn’t his style to pay compliments to the women in his family but he did, from time to time, give Nuala the ultimate accolade and assure her that she was really impressive at hauling sacks of coal and that, in this area at least, she was almost as good as any man.
 
         It would have been nice to have got a compliment for her looks or her charm or her intelligence. But her ability to lift sacks of coal? Big deal! However, she knew better than to protest or give cheek to her father. She had an inclination towards impertinence, a trait she kept under control when her father was around. He didn’t take kindly to impudence and she knew that if she stepped out of line the penalty would be a slap across the face. Helping her father deliver coal was certainly not the peak of her ambition, but her dad was the boss and she was used to giving him unquestioning obedience.
         
 
         The elderly farmer was standing outside the house by the gracious limestone steps as the raucous rattle of the pick-up rang out amid the tranquillity of the fields. The house consisted of two storeys over a basement where the servants’ quarters used to be. The man was attired in the usual farmer’s garb of old trousers, the jacket of an old suit, check shirt, battered hat and wellington boots.
 
         ‘Howaya boss,’ said Dan, getting out of the truck.
 
         ‘Not a bother,’ said the farmer.
 
         Dan, superb salesman that he was, quickly convinced the farmer that it was time to stock up on coal for the autumn, and duly made a sale. The farmer was a tall man, and he still looked fit despite his years. Nuala thought she detected a certain toughness or cruelty in his weatherbeaten features. Intuitively, she was wary of him. He had a workman with him, a middle-aged man called Sylvester, dressed in rough but clean working clothes, with a shiny forehead and a piercing stare. The thought of these two men in the eerie, isolated house made her feel even more uneasy. She wanted to get out of there as quickly as possible.
 
         ‘Right,’ Dan ordered with a satisfied grin, ‘start unloading them bags.’
 
         ‘Yes, Daddy.’
 
         The elderly farmer looked with increasing interest at Nuala as she and Sylvester hefted the heavy bags of coal.
 
         ‘Is that a boy or a girl?’ the farmer asked Dan.
 
         ‘It’s a girl,’ said Dan. ‘It’s my daughter.’
 
         Somehow, Nuala guessed that Sylvester knew her gender all along and didn’t have to ask that question. Sylvester was eyeing her up and down. She sensed that having established that she was a female, the farmer, Paddy McGorril, also began taking an extra degree of interest in her. What the hell was up with these guys? Hadn’t they seen a girl before?
         
 
         When the unloading was finished, the farmer invited Dan into the house. This hospitality was not extended to Nuala. She was just a girl, after all, and was thus excluded from ‘man talk’. She sat back up in the passenger seat of the pick-up, waiting patiently for her father.
 
         As Dan and the farmer finally emerged from the house after a considerable time, she noticed that her father was grinning. It was seldom she saw a smile on his face – only when he was making money, or conning some poor devil. She wondered what had been going on in the house.
 
         The two men came over to Nuala. Dan gave her an instruction: ‘Take off your hat and fix your hair.’ Nuala obediently took off her hat and let her long hair fall down around her face and shoulders. Paddy seemed impressed.
 
         ‘Oh, she’s a girl all right,’ he said as he stared at her.
 
         Nuala sensed that the two men had been talking about her. She could smell whiskey off her father’s breath – obviously the farmer’s hospitality had been generous. Had they been celebrating? And if so, over what?
 
         Nuala had her arm out the open window of the truck. And then a rather odd thing happened. Paddy began feeling the muscles in her arm and looking her up and down through the truck window.
 
         She felt he was looking her over just as a farmer would size up cattle at a mart. She felt like a beast being inspected on a fair day. Her father looked on, still grinning. The workman was also looking at her, and she was looking warily at the workman. She said to herself, ‘Jesus, this is a weird place.’ She wondered if her father had got her a job working for the farmer – that’s what was going through her mind. Was she going to become a farm labourer? She said to herself, ‘I’m bloody well not coming in here to work in this weird place with these two characters.’ She had a fear of men in general at the time, and she felt she couldn’t get out of the place quickly enough.
         
 
         She could hear snatches of an odd conversation between Paddy and her father, but the workman began to talk to her in his slow way, and she did not hear everything that was being said by the two other men. She heard the farmer saying to her father in his strong rural accent, ‘She would be well looked after. She wouldn’t want for anything. There would be no sex involved, nothing physical at all, at all. Just companionship, mind. She would be well off financially. She’d fall in for a lot whenever I pass on.’ The farmer said that, with his wife dead a couple of years and his grown-up children moved away, he would like to have somebody for company. As they talked, the two men gave her sidelong glances. Obviously the farmer was looking for a wife.
 
         Nuala’s father, who was in his fifties, shook hands with the elderly farmer, and as he got into the truck he remarked casually to Nuala, ‘See that man? He’s going to be your husband.’
 
         Nuala didn’t take the remark seriously, and gave it little thought on the seven-mile journey home. No words were spoken on the drive along the quiet, narrow, leafy roads that cut through the lush green countryside and low hills in this tranquil part of rural Munster.
 
         Dan’s rundown cottage behind an unkempt hedge in the small hilltop village of Knockslattery was in stark contrast to the period residence they had just visited. In the field at the back of the house Dan had some sheds where he stored the merchandise that he sold for a living – timber, turf, paling posts, some builders’ supplies. He had a small sawmill at the back where he cut up firewood and sharpened the stakes used for fencing posts. The field was also where he parked his beat-up vehicles – the pick-up truck, two old cars that could barely splutter into life, and a decrepit old van. Parts of the field were overgrown with nettles and weeds, and at the back of the field there was a rat-infested stream. Dan usually kept animals on the land – a couple of pigs or a donkey or maybe a goat, and a few hens. Nearby, there were some local authority houses, a school, a post office and a shop. The village in those days had few signs of prosperity, and was not big enough to merit a church or a garda station. There were those who referred to Knockslattery unkindly as a ‘one-horse town’.
         
 
         Dan could have been well off from his business but he spent much of his money on drink and gambling. He used to have a small farm some distance away but that had been sold when Nuala was small. He would go off on drinking binges and the family might not see him for days. He was known in all the pubs where there was illegal after-hours drinking, and a knock on the window would be enough to get him in for a late-night drinking session. He could hold his drink. It would take an awful lot of pints for him to become drunk.
 
         That evening Dan, his wife Josey, and Nuala gathered in the kitchen before the evening meal. Dan told his daughter to sit down. Then he announced, ‘You’re going to be a married woman soon.’ Even then, she did not really take him seriously. But Josey was startled at this pronouncement.
 
         ‘What do you mean, she’s going to be a married woman soon?’ she asked, an edge of anxiety in her voice.
 
         ‘She’s getting married to a grand chap. He do live beyond in Dunkellin. He have a big farm, a big house, plenty of cattle. He’s a great catch. The wedding will be soon.’
 
         ‘I can’t believe this. Who exactly is this man?’
 
         ‘Fella called Paddy McGorril. He have loads of money. Lovely fella. Widower. Nuala will fall in for everything when he dies. Sure the excitement of getting married to a young one will probably kill him off! We’ll have the chance of a big farm, a big house.’
         
 
         ‘How long have you known this man?’
 
         ‘Met him today. Sold him a load of coal.’
 
         ‘Oh God, Dan, what are you doing, for God’s sake? What age is this man?’
 
         ‘Mid-sixties, I’d say.’
 
         ‘Ah now, Dan, for the love of Christ …’
 
         ‘But a young-looking mid-sixties. Doesn’t look a day over fifty-five.’
 
         Josey stood up from the table. ‘Enough is enough. You can’t do that to my daughter. I’m not having it. There’s no way I’m going to allow it. You can’t marry her off to a total stranger, and a man of his years, too. Ah, for God’s sake, Dan, he’s four times her age!’
 
         Nuala was startled at her mother’s outburst. Dan ruled his household with an iron hand. Both his wife and his children were in constant fear of him and his sudden bouts of violence. Josey Slowney was normally quiet and submissive. It would take a lot for her to openly defy Dan like she had just done. Maybe her mother sensed something that Nuala herself didn’t. Nuala had been wondering if she should really take her father’s crazy proposition seriously. Surely he had to be joking, she had thought. But her mother’s reaction was ominous, and made her think again.
 
         Dan got up from the table and silenced his wife’s protests with a glare. He didn’t have to raise his hand or make a verbal threat – his body language spoke volumes. A deeply upset Josey busied herself silently around the kitchen, preparing the evening meal. Nuala picked up all the signs. Even though violence at home, or the threat of violence, was nothing new to her, she never got used to it.
 
         Nuala began to sob as she heard the plans for her future life unfold. ‘Daddy, there’s no way I am marrying that old man. I don’t want to live in that big house with him and the other fella.’ She was worried too about what her friends would say. She didn’t want to be embarrassed in front of them. And she was thinking of the big, eerie house and the two men living there, and her having to live there with them. The thought sent shivers down her spine.
         
 
         Dan looked at Nuala and said, ‘You’re marrying him, and that’s it.’
 
         Nuala’s eighteen-year-old brother Conor and her twelve-year-old sister Fidelma came in for tea. Fidelma chattered away as the family sat down for the evening meal but she soon stopped talking as she noticed the heavy silence. Josey was subdued as she served up the boiled eggs, poured the tea and buttered the bread. Dan disappeared off to the pub after the meal, and Nuala helped her mother do the washing up. The atmosphere lightened a little.
 
         Conor, who had been taken out of school to work with his father, began to pull Nuala’s leg in the kitchen, saying, ‘Nuala’s getting married.’
 
         Nuala swung around from the sink and glared at him. ‘Shut up, you,’ she said.
 
         Fidelma got excited. ‘Are you really getting married, Nuala? Oh that’s great. Weddings are great. They give you this lovely cake and there’s always loads of lemonade. When is it going to be? Is it Larry you’re marrying?’
 
         ‘No, it’s not,’ grinned Conor. ‘It’s some other fella with loads and loads of money. I heard Daddy saying it.’
 
         ‘Oh who is he, Nuala?’ said Fidelma. ‘Is he nice? Ah go on, tell us.’
 
         ‘Now stop this,’ said Josey. ‘Nuala is not getting married to anybody, not to Larry or anybody else. She is staying at school to do her Leaving Cert, and will then be getting a good job.’
 
         ‘But I thought I heard Daddy saying –’ said Conor.
 
         ‘That’s enough now,’ said Josey.
         
 
         As they all settled in to watch TV, Nuala said to her brooding mother, ‘Mammy, I’m going to the shop for crisps. Then I’m calling around to see Carmel.’
 
         Nuala badly wanted somebody to talk to. There was no point in turning to the two siblings who were still at home, Conor and Fidelma. She felt she had little personal rapport with them. Conor was the deep, silent type who didn’t say much at the best of times, and Fidelma was several years younger than Nuala and still only a child. She knew that her best friend Carmel would provide a ready ear to her troubles. Carmel was a girl her own age who was at the same convent school, and who lived a few minutes’ walk away.
 
         ‘What’s the craic, Nuala?’ Carmel was always in a good mood. Whenever she talked, there always seemed to be an air of suppressed laughter underneath. How she managed to be so upbeat all the time, Nuala could not figure out. Apart from being her best pal, Nuala liked her because she always cheered her up. Carmel could be cheeky and outspoken, and she got away with saying things that others would be scared to say. They went for a walk along the main street, and out into the country, sharing the bag of crisps that Nuala had bought, and chattering away, as teenagers do. There were few cars on the move to shatter the sense of calm that lay over the green fields on either side of the narrow, potholed tarmacadam road.
         
 
         ‘How’s Larry?’ asked Carmel.
 
         ‘He’s busy on the farm. He won’t be calling around for a few nights.’
 
         ‘I always know when he’s at your house. It’s hard to miss that huge big car. It’s almost like the ones that politicians swan around in.’
 
         ‘Do you see that, Carmel?’ said Nuala, holding out her thumb. ‘I have him firmly under that.’ They both laughed.
 
         ‘Fair play to you, Nuala. I wouldn’t mind going out with him meself.’
         
 
         ‘Did you buy the latest Smash Hits?’
         
 
         ‘Yeah. Do you want me to keep it for you?’
 
         ‘Would you mind? I’m skint at the moment. Oh Jaysus, I’m knackered from delivering coal, and the da never thinks of putting his hand in his pocket to give me a few bob. I’m still only on pocket money.’
 
         ‘Don’t tell me your oul’ fella still has you working on the coal? Why don’t you tell him to piss off? Imagine having coal delivery on your c.v. if you’re going for some posh office job in Dublin.’
 
         ‘The older lads are in England now, and it’s all falling on me and Conor.’
 
         ‘Will we stroll down to the creamery gates?’ said Carmel. ‘There’s going to be a crowd down there tonight. We’ll have a bit of fun.’
 
         ‘I have to be back home soon. Let’s just talk for a while. There’s a couple of things I want to tell you.’
 
         ‘Sure.’
 
         Nuala paused for a moment. ‘You’ll never guess what Daddy’s latest stunt is,’ she said at last.
 
         ‘Let me try. He’s going to open a pub, with himself as the best customer. Or maybe it’s a bookie’s shop – again with himself as the best customer.’
 
         ‘He wants me to marry this old farmer we met today delivering coal.’
 
         ‘Ah you’re making this up.’
 
         ‘I swear I’m not. Cross my heart.’
 
         ‘Who is he?’
 
         ‘Some old geezer over in Dunkellin. He’s ancient. I can’t even remember his bloody name. Gives me the creeps.’
 
         ‘Was your dad pissed out of his mind when he said it?’
         
 
         ‘He did have a few on him.’
 
         ‘Well there, that explains it. It’s the beer talking as usual. Not even your father would do that to his own daughter.’
         
 
         ‘You’re probably right.’
 
         ‘You know something? Your oul’ lad really talks a load of shite, doesn’t he?’
 
         They laughed, but Nuala still felt a nagging sense of unease.
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