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A MOMENT IN TIME 

Written by

Iona Carroll

When Mary O'Rourke ran past the hay shed on that hot summer's day, clutching a letter addressed to herself in her hand, she was eleven years of age. Ten minutes later, Mary O'Rourke was still eleven years of age, still held the letter, but she was no longer a child.
  


Later on, Mary would recall if ever she could be persuaded to, that at that precise moment she had been happy as she ran around the shed. To receive a letter for Mary was a great event - being only eleven and living on a farm. "We are pleased to inform you that you have won First Prize in the Junior Drawing Competition and enclosed is a Gift Voucher for £10."  Mary could not believe her eyes. She, Mary O'Rourke, had won a competition and was to receive a gift, it was all hers. And the first person she had to tell was her father.


Her father was a tall man. Spike, they called him, because he was indeed like a spike with his jet black hair grown longer than was the fashion at the time and a long black curly beard that covered half his face. When Mary looked up at him, she seemed so far down and he so far up although she was getting taller and she could now rest her head just above his belt. His blue eyes would twinkle, sometimes cross, but it never lasted and his eyes would soon twinkle again. His bursts of anger held a silent pain, unspoken, but Mary knew nothing of this. To her, he was a hero who solved all her problems, well, almost all. He was a certainty in her world for Mary lived in a world of adults. Cushioned there, an only child, inhabiting this strange surreal world with adult problems and adult fears, broken only by the farm animals, silent, non judgmental companions.


It was a lonely childhood, but not an unhappy one. Mary loved her father and never knew her mother who had died when Mary was one year old, leaving a gap to be filled by her father's two unmarried sisters. No one ever spoke of Mary's mother - it was as though she had never existed, just lived to bring Mary into the world and then depart like some event that can only be described in an academic way, an event that was just dreamed about, with no substance. Mary had spoken about her mother only last year when she was ten because her best friend had asked Mary - "Where is your mother?" Perhaps her friend had overheard an adult conversation in her own home and was curious. So Mary had thought about the question for a few moments and then she had said, "She's dead" - matter of fact as though the event had happened to someone else. And her friend had accepted this as children do, giving Mary's hand a little squeeze to say, "I understand" and had never enquired again. Only Mary had thought about her mother last year and had looked at her mother's photograph which she kept safely in her jewellery box. Mary had looked at the photograph a little more over the last year because to look at it made her feel happy.                                                            

So the first thought in Mary's head on that hot summer's day was to share her triumph with her father. She saw in her mind's eye, the twinkle of his blue eyes, how he would bend down, this huge, huge, man and be as proud of her as she was of herself.

"Well, Mary, you're a one," she could hear him say, "When did all this happen?" And he would read the letter again and again and smile so broadly if she could ever see his smile hidden beneath that massive black curly beard. 


So Mary O'Rourke had her letter in her hand and hope and pride in her heart as she sped to find this adored father. She trusted her father, trusted his judgement, he would not let her down. He held her in his arms when she felt little and afraid and lonely. Her joy would be his joy. It meant, at that moment, even more to Mary to see her father's pride than the winning of the competition meant to her.

She ran, her legs almost with a mind of their own, she ran, along the track past the hen run with the hens clucking aimlessly about, past the yard where the cattle were herded, along further to where the hay was kept for the winter in the big open shed, along and around the corner and then she stopped, stopped, and couldn't move, the letter still clutched in her hand, her feet suddenly refusing to function as feet.


For Mary O'Rourke saw her father lying on the ground, half on his side, half on his back, his face sunk into the earth, not moving. He wasn't moving. Mary felt her life turn from movement to the slow painful motion of events that come, almost as if in a film, another person, another event, another moment. The life of Mary O'Rourke changed forever in that cruel split second, in that moment of fragility between life and death, Mary's childhood was gone. Gone, forever, it seemed, taken from her as casually as a leaf blown into the air, and disappearing somewhere into the blue sky.


She finally managed to move, to walk and then run to him. He was still breathing, somehow she knew this, his eyes were open but something was wrong. She sank to the ground beside him. No tears. She didn't know what to do. She was only a child, just eleven years of age and so happy a moment ago, had been proud a moment ago, and now her world was changing as she fell to her knees to get closer to this dear man. She didn't know what he was saying. Mary put her ear close to his mouth, feeling the curly spiky beard prickly in her ear, if only she could hear, if only she could understand what he was trying to say. 

In that grey moment between life and death, Mary waited to hear because somehow it must be important, that she had entered into this adult world prematurely which meant she must understand for some future date. She must understand so she could know why it was happening now. It wasn't apparent to her what she was doing; she was unaware of her surroundings, of anything else except this man and this moment which was changing her world by the second. 


She gripped her father's hand. It no longer felt like his hand, it felt limp and cold as though the life had already gone from it but Mary knew he was still there, still breathing. She heard him whisper a name, a name. "Jane". Her mother's name, not Mary, but Jane. And she reeled back slightly, feeling a second of betrayal and almost anger. Then her father tried to move, tried to lift his head, but his strength was gone. He shuddered suddenly. Fell back onto the ground, his hand gripped Mary's ever so slightly for a moment, and then was still.

Mary O'Rourke sat back on her heels. Felt the emotion of the moment. Saw her crumpled letter, never, never could she tell her father the news. Never, never. He would never know. Never to hear his voice again, or see his smile. The blue eyes would never twinkle again. Never.


And from Mary's soul came a cry of pain so intense that she was never able to recall it  happening. Blocked from her mind. Because this was the cry for all humanity's struggle in that moment of time. In later life, Mary O'Rourke would wonder. But what, indeed, could she have done? Powerless to save.

And Mary would begin as she grew older to understand a little of the nature of human suffering, begin to forgive herself for something not of her making, a reluctant witness to an event that changed her life. But that was a long time off, and another world away, and Mary O'Rourke, aged eleven, a child no longer, could only hold her father in her arms, and weep.
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