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MOTHBALLED IN CARRICK 
Lionel Gallagher

I HAD FINISHED my homework early on

that Shrove Tuesday afternoon.  I always

enjoyed writing what we called ‘composi-

tions’ and as usual I took care over my

choice of words and my handwriting.  The

‘sums’ posed few problems and English

and Irish reading were dealt with in quick

time.  My bag was soon packed, leaving

only the copy book of essays out for a final

inspection before bed.  There was still

enough time to read the latest exploits of

my favourite soccer eleven, Burhill United

as player-manager Baldy Hogan, the

‘Brains of the Team’, led his side to victory

over the league leaders to send his side

into the Cup semi-final, before my mother

called to ‘Put away that comic and come

to the table’.  I tossed ‘The Adventure’ on

my bed and joined my parents and

younger brother for our annual pre-lenten

pancake feast before the forty days of

fasting and self-denial began.

My mother had spent the afternoon

making pancakes topped with honey, melt-

ing butter or a sweet syrup and had

stacked them high on large plates.  Us

boys could hardly wait for Grace to be said

prior to tucking in and tummies were well

filled before a word was spoken.  I was

silently figuring out how best to reply to

the inevitable query of  ‘What are you giv-

ing up for Lent?’ when my brother beat me

to it . ‘I’m going to say my prayers every

night and morning and keep my room neat

and tidy until Easter’, he said.

Now all eyes were on me as the others

waited to hear my good intentions.  Of

course neither my father nor my mother

had any intention of volunteering what

adult mortifications they would undertake

but I was expected to come up with my

choice of resolutions.  The silence was tan-

gible as they focussed on my response. 

‘Sweets’, I blurted out at length.

‘Abstaining from all kinds of sweets and

chocolate all the way to Easter Sunday and

I’ll start by going to Mass to-morrow to

get the ashes on my forehead’. 

I was one up on my brother but I knew 

I had committed myself in public and

would be monitored all through the Lenten

season.  

In the next morning’s darkness I awoke

to the sound of my father’s voice.  ‘Tis

time to get a move on, son.  The priest

won’t wait for you to arrive.’   Kid McGinty,

Burhill United’s diminutive centre forward,

had been impeded in the box when my

dream was disrupted.  Dad switched on

the light and I shook the sleep from my

body.  Together we walked up Bridge

Street, turned the corner at the Town Clock

and were soon climbing the steps to the

church door.  Still drowsy and with no food

or drink in our stomachs we strode three-

quarters way up the centre aisle to take

our seats.  I was ‘nodding off’ when I got a

nudge to make tracks for the communion

rails.  Later we visited these same marble

rails to have the holy ashes firmly plas-

tered on our foreheads.  Some of the ash

had got into my eye by the time I returned

to my pew and I was relieved to hear  ‘ITE

MISSA  EST’  announced signalling that we

could go home. 

My mother and brother were having tea

and toast when we reached the warm

kitchen.  We joined them at the table and I

answered questions about who was at

Mass, which priest officiated and how big

the congregation was.  My father switched

on the radio to get the morning news only

to find that it was ended and solemn

music had taken over the airwaves.  Now

he would have to wait until lunch-time

before catching up on events.  His mood as

he left for work was a bad omen for the

seven Lenten weeks to come.  

At school we had fun teasing each other

about the black marks on our foreheads.

Most of the town boys had been to church

and sported dark smudges of varying

sizes.  The country lads lived too far out to

attend Mass before school and felt out of

place.  During eleven o’clock break we

taunted them calling them pagans.  Some-

one must have told our teacher who

admonished us for being unchristian and

not acting in a true lenten spirit.  He went

on to tell us that the original pagans were

merely country people and that it came

from the latin ‘paganos, a country man – so

in a way you are all pagans  in one way or

another’.  He himself displayed an enor-

mous black blob reaching up to his hair-

line.

Most of us were indignant at being

labelled ‘country people’.  We knew we
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were from the county town, the centre of

the universe. We turned our mockery

towards the three town boys who had

clear foreheads and called them heathens.

By lunch-time the novelty had worn off

and we were almost back to normality. 

When I arrived home for lunch I took a

look at my reflection in the bathroom mir-

ror.  My ashes had reduced to a dirty

smudge and I was tempted to wash it off.

I worried whether this would bring me bad

luck and might even be a sin,.  So I just

tidied the mess a little and headed for the

kitchen.  My mother said I was having

poached egg and fried potatoes as no fish

had come into the shops.  ‘But the good

news’, she said,   ‘is that the postman

delivered a parcel from friends in America

and there is a present in it for you.  I

haven’t opened your envelope yet.  Just eat

up your dinner and we’ll see what is in it’.

I gulped down my food and told her I

was ready.  She took a large brown enve-

lope from the parcel and showed me my

name written in capital letters.  I tore it

open and fished out a red singlet.  Holding

it up to my body I checked that it was a

good fit.  On its front was a picture of a

baseball player with bat in hand swinging

at a ball.  To my surprise the batsman had

a black face.  Written at the bottom were

the words  ‘JACKIE  ROBINSON,   BROOK-

LYN  DODGERS’.  As I lifted the shirt

higher something fell out on the table.

There beside my empty plate was the

largest bar of chocolate I had ever seen.  It

was much bigger than any bar displayed in

our local shops .  Enclosed in colourful

packaging it looked like a gift from the

Gods and I wanted to tear the paper open

and start into its delights on the spot. 

My mother snatched the chocolate bar

from the table and reminded me of my

pledge to fast from all sweets for forty

days.  She assured me my present would

be kept in a secret hiding-place until

Easter Sunday.  ‘Off to school with you

now’, she said, ‘and I’ll place it safely out

of the way of temptation until Lent is over.

You will enjoy it all the more for having

kept your promise,’

At school I told my friends about the

singlet and Jackie Robinson.  Somehow I

could not bring myself to mention my bar

of chocolate now out of reach in some

secret drawer or cupboard at home.  The

class know-all informed us that Jackie

Robinson was the only black baseball

player in America and that the Ku Klux

Klan would soon kill him.  He knew this, he

added, because his uncle lived in New York

and had told him the niggers should have

their own league and leave the major one

to the whites.  I couldn’t understand why it

was all right for black people to be star

boxers, world champions like Jack Johnson

and Joe Louis, but not acceptable for base-

ball teams like the New York Yankees or

the Brooklyn Dodgers.  I vowed to flaunt

my new tee shirt and Jackie’s picture when

the weather grew warmer.  

Lent dragged on and Easter seemed an

interminable distance away.  The Great

American Chocolate Bar floated before my

eyes from time to time and I could not

resist the temptation to search for it

whenever I had the house to myself.  I was

convinced I was strong willed enough just

to look at it, admire its size and packaging

and return it to its sanctuary.  I tried my

mother’s usual hiding places, behind boxes

at the back of her wardrobe and behind

jars and tins on high shelves, but never

once caught sight of my objective.  Once

or twice I tried on the Jackie Robinson

shirt but the cold weather lingered on

through March and wearing it under other

articles of clothing seemed wrong so the

Baseball Star was returned to my bedroom

drawer. 

Easter Sunday eventually arrived and

the gloom of Lent was lifted.  Our church

was a blaze of light, the purple covers

were off the statues, the choir sang jubi-

lantly and I raced home from Mass to

claim my treasure.  It was not easy to keep

from fussing as I reminded my mother

about my chocolate bar.  The anticipation

was intense as I followed her into her bed-

room.  I could hardy wait as she pulled

open her wardrobe drawer and searched

between the sheets, pillow cases and her

own intimate garments.  At the very bot-

tom she struck gold and triumphantly lib-

erated my no longer forbidden fruit.  But

before I could snatch it from her grasp she

held the bar under her nose and sniffed

suspiciously.  Her whole demeanour

changed as she brought it closer to her

nostrils.

‘I’m sorry’, she said, ‘It’s all my fault.  I

forgot about the mothballs.  Just smell

that camphor.  We will have to throw it

out.’  My face fell and Lent and winter

returned with a vengeance. My mother

made things worse by adding, ‘Don’t

worry, we’ll get you something nicer to

make up for this.  I’m really sorry but it has

to go.  Dad has big Easter eggs for both of

you and you always have that lovely Amer-

ican vest to wear.’

The tears were getting closer to my

eyes .  I said nothing but  walked purpose-

fully to the kitchen.  There I picked up a

scissors.  In my bedroom I took Jackie

Robinson from his drawer and cut my

remaining American gift to ribbons.  With

the red strips I wiped the teardrops from

my cheeks.


