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The alarm woke her out of a state that wasn’t deep enough to call it sleep. The night was still outside, and the room in total darkness with the blind of the one window down, the air raw with frost. The evenings of the wet February had gone; Lent was in, the days closing up an early Easter. [...]

A few more minutes, she told herself, she’d stay; Reegan hadn’t woken: there was no noise of the children stirring in the next rooms; but, oh, the longer she enjoyed the stolen sweetness of these minutes the more it had to become a tearing of her flesh out of the bedclothes in the end. And she used to love rising into the March mornings, to let up the blinds gently in the silence and find the night not fully gone and the world white with frost. She’d unbolt the door to break the ice on the barrel with the edge of the basin and gasp with waking as her hands brought the frozen water to her face.

The mornings of these last weeks had been one long flinching from the cold and the day, what used to be the adventure once all changed to the drudgery she could barely get herself to face. She’d ask for nothing better than to lie on in bed and not to have to face anything, but these small reprieves she gave herself were always adding up till she rose in the last minute and the mornings were all a rush.

Suddenly she remembered: this was not any morning, it was the morning of the Circuit Court. She’d set the alarm for early, for twenty past seven. The room was still pitch dark, nothing was stirring.

How had she lain there for even these few minutes without it entering her mind? She had even checked his clothes the last thing in the kitchen the night before, and it had been on her mind between the fitful snatches of sleep she’d got during the night. Here she’d been playing a game of rising and it was a court day. Her dread of the cold and her weariness were gone in a flash: she was out of bed and dressed and moving through the dark to the door without being conscious that she’d managed to rise. She didn’t let up the blind or shut the bedroom door fully so as not to make noise. She could hear Reagan’s breathing as she left. She would not wake him until she was ready.

The house was quiet as death and dark as she came down, her slippers loud on the hollow stairs, her hand sliding down the wooden railing to guide her way; when it came against the large round knob at the bottom her foot searched out for the solid concrete. Here she could touch the dayroom door. She trailed her fingers along the wall as she came up the hallway to avoid knocking against the collapsible form that was laid against it. When she let up the blinds a little light came in. The bare whiteness of the field sloping down to the river and the hill beyond shone against the dark. She lit the small glass oil lamp and turned to rake the coals out of the ashes.

She worked quickly and well and without thinking much. She didn’t wash herself or brush her hair or go outside till she had to get water out of the barrel for Reegan’s shaving. The cold made her wince as she broke the ice, and she saw their black cat dart in through the door she’d left open; she came in afraid to find her thieving, but she was only waiting to wrap her frozen fur about Elizabeth’s legs and purred and cried loudly till she was given a saucer of milk in the scullery.

The children were rising, their feet were padding on the boards overhead. The kettle was boiling, the shaving water, the slices of bacon laid on the pan ready for frying, the table set. The morning’s work was almost done; her sense of purpose, of things needing her to do them, failing fast. There wasn’t enough in front of her now to keep her going headlong; she didn’t want to wash or brush her hair and she could not bear the look of her face in the mirror.
John McGahern, 1963 The Barracks, Irel.
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