
Introduction

Except A Man is a series of monologues and introductory essay written by 
Belfast-based writer, Jan Carson in response to John T. Davis’ 1989 
documentary, Dust on the Bible. Dust on the Bible remains a stunning 
snapshot of evangelical Protestant culture in Northern Ireland in the late 
1980s. Carson grew up on the peripheries of this community and was, 
from an early age, aware that it was a male-dominated landscape with 
few opportunities for women to make their opinions or experiences 
known. Each of the five monologues reflects the experience of one of the 
women who appear briefly in the documentary. They are -for the most 
part- silent, as they would have been in the religious communities they 
belonged to. In allowing these women to voice their thoughts and 
feelings, Carson seeks to explore the role of women in the evangelical 
Protestant tradition and lend them some degree of autonomy.
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“Except A Man; Silenced Women and Northern Irish 
Evangelical Protestantism”

Canadian novelist, Miriam Toews’ 2018 novel Women Talking is set in a 
remote Mennonite village. When a handful of men become sexually 
aggressive, the women begin meeting secretly in a hayloft to discuss 
how to protect themselves and their children. These women are 
routinely silenced by the patriarchal constraints of their religious 
community. They’re not permitted to read or write. They have lost 
autonomy over their bodies and have no sway when it comes to decision 

making. They can’t even talk openly in the presence of men. Yet they are 
far from silent. In naming her novel Women Talking, Toews reminds her 
readers that a woman is not necessarily voiceless just because her voice 
isn’t being heard. Though the men might have dismissed their opinions 
and experiences as irrelevant, the Mennonite women have not stopped 
talking. Their conversations are rich and vital; a testament to both their 
wisdom and eloquence. While the women are initially reluctant, they 
soon prove themselves capable of dissecting their community’s flawed 
power structures and reclaiming their autonomy. Toews’ Mennonite 
woman are champion talkers. Their conversations are honest and angry, 
sad and funny. They take every opportunity to laugh. 

Their laughter resonated with me. It reminded me of the evangelical 
Protestant women I grew up with in Northern Ireland in the 1980s. 
These women populated my early childhood and, like John Montague’s 
elderly dolmens, blessed me with enough stories to fuel the rest of my 
writing career. Such “churchy” women are often portrayed as dour, 
submissive or judgmental. In our church community some definitely 
were. There were no shortage of sour-faced matriarchs with stout 
handbags and a firm belief that children should be seen and not heard. I 
tended to give them a very wide berth. Others were quick to laugh and 
full of fun. They’d talk your leg o� if given the chance. They were 
actively interested in young people and went out of their way to 
encourage me. Most, like Toews’ Mennonite women, respected the 
constraints of their community. They would not -or could not- speak 
from the pulpit or in the corridors of power. But privately, in each other’s 
company, they were never done talking. It was Northern Ireland in the 
80s. There was a lot to talk about. 
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When I first encountered John T. Davis’ seminal 1989 documentary Dust 
on the Bible, I was struck by the silence of women. If Toews’ novel is 
Women Talking, then this film is Men Talking at Some Length. Set against 
a backdrop of the Troubles, it’s comprised of stunningly captured 
snapshots of evangelical Protestant life. There’s footage of country 
gospel singers, street corner evangelists, church services, a youth mission 
team and a seashore baptism. In all but one scene, the men are the sole 
focal point of the film. Men are given platforms, pulpits and microphones. 
They tend to speak loudly and forcibly. I’ve used the term 
‘guldering’ a number of times. For those not familiar with this word, it’s a 
Northern Irish colloquialism which means to shout loudly, usually 
expressing anger. It could have easily been invented to describe the 
preaching style commonly associated with the men who feature in Davis’ 
film.  

The women here are not given the opportunity to gulder, (though 
Northern Irish women have made an artform out of guldering). They are 
relegated to the side lines. They sit demurely in church pews whilst men 
preach. They stand around the Cornmarket listening to men shouting 
about the end of the world. They are tucked away at the back of the 
choir, singing back-up whilst men furiously strum their acoustic guitars. 
They are almost entirely voiceless, and no one is encouraging them to 
speak. This is not a criticism of Davis’ work. This documentary is a 
perfectly accurate -if somewhat alarming- portrayal of mid-to-late 
century Northern evangelical Protestantism in one of its most 
recognisable forms. Though it’s rarely addressed in our art or literature, 
this version of Protestant religious practice was not a niche phenomenon. 
Tens of thousands of Northern Irish people will be familiar with the 
hyper-masculine religious landscape Davis has captured in his film.  

I grew up on the periphery of it, in a rural Presbyterian community where 
the open-air meeting and Gospel Mission were regular features of our 
calendar. Perhaps, at this point I might clarify the term evangelical 
Protestantism. For the purpose of this project, I’ll focus on the religious 
aspect of the Protestant tradition, in particular those communities which 
emphasised an embodied outworking of faith. Colloquially, the people 
associated with thos community are often referred to as ‘Born Agains.’ I 
understand it’s naïve to isolate this particular facet of Protestant identity 
from the culture and politics it’s associated with. Like most things in 
Northern Ireland, Protestant identity is extremely complex and I’m not 
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seeking to oversimplify. However, Dust on the Bible and my work in 
response, both directly address the religious practice and doctrine of the 
evangelical Protestant church in the North. Culture and politics may loom, 
ever present, in the background, but it’s the pulpit and those women 
sitting in its shadow, which I wish to focus on. 

I recognise the men in Dust on the Bible, both generally and specifically. 
For almost twenty years I’d spend every Sunday morning and evening 
listening to men like them preach about sin and Hell and the end of the 
world. I recognise the women too. They’re silent, but present in the 
background of Davis’ footage. When NI Screen gave me the opportunity 
to respond to a piece of archived film, I almost instantly thought of Dust 
on the Bible and wondered if it might be possible to voice these silent 
and silenced women who reminded me so strongly of the women I knewI 
began to write a series of five monologues, each one exploring a 
di�erent woman’s perspective. In a strange way it felt incredibly cathartic 
to let these women speak their minds after such a prolonged silence. 
Some of the younger women are expressing thoughts and describing 
experiences I had myself as a member of an evangelical Protestant 
community. Others are the woman I might have become if I’d remained 
in the church I grew up in. 

As a child and young adult, women were not permitted in our pulpit. 
Neither could they become elders or sit on the church committee. This 
meant women were largely voiceless within our congregation and had 
little o�cial recourse when it came to making decisions about how our 
community was run. There was a Biblical precedent for silencing women. 
1st Timothy 2 11-12 “A woman should learn in quietness and full 
submission. I do not permit a woman to teach or to assume authority over 
a man; she must be quiet.” It was frequently and adamantly pointed out, 
that Jesus had not chosen female disciples and that men were the 
Biblically-ordained heads of their households. On several occasions I was 
reminded that it was sneaky old Eve who’d led Adam astray; definitely 
not the other way round. The Bible was crystal clear on the issue: women 
were not cut out for leadership.   

And yet the wilful spirit in me couldn’t help wondering why Jesus 
surrounded himself with faithful women and why the New Testament 
accounts of the Early Church included numerous female leaders. Why was 
it permissible for women to teach other women in a Bible study or lead 
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the children in Sunday School or even head o� to Africa, ministering to 
the unsaved on the mission field? Was it only adult white men who 
required women’s silence? Did God really place men in sole authority, or 
did it just suit the men to keep preaching this? And was there room in the 
church for women like me, who couldn’t sing in the choir or bake 
traybakes or produce children to swell the ranks; women who’d no 
interest in arranging flowers or being a leader in the Girls Brigade, who 
did not want to submit to a husband or become little more than a man’s 
helpmeet?
  
I had a lot of questions. This was an issue. It’s hard to raise questions 
when you’re not supposed to be speaking out. When I was about fifteen 
or sixteen -around the same time I realised I was an artist- I began to 
question where I fit into the evangelical Protestant church. I was a 
creative thinker, a leader and speaker. I thought of these as attributes but 
within the landscape of the traditional Presbyterian church I grew up in, 
they were viewed as liabilities in a woman. They were tendencies I’d have 
to quash or be content to leave unfulfilled if I wished to remain an active 
part of this community. There were myriad reasons why I eventually left 
my church. The realisation that as a woman and an artist, I could never be 
the fullest version of myself in a community which seemed to fear, and 
wished to stifle, feminist values and creativity, was an enormous 
motivating factor. However, it still took over fifteen years to make this 
transition. It was a painful and serious process, moving away from the 
community and tradition I’d been raised in. When I think about my own 
experience and those of other female friends who grew up quiet and 
docile in Protestant churches and mission halls, a line from Toews’ novel 
comes to mind. It was “almost as though you were brought into existence 
not to exist.”  

You can see these women clearly represented in Dust on the Bible. They’re 
present in almost every scene: watching, listening, nodding along, yet 
never given permission to speak. They exist and also do not exist in the 
embodied way that their male peers exist. When I turn to the canon of 
Northern Irish literature, I find evangelical Protestant women are similarly 
absent. It’s rare to come across the ‘Born Again’ version of a Protestant 
woman given anything more than a fleeting glance. It’s not overly helpful 
to draw comparisons along sectarian lines, but even a passing awareness 
of the Catholic narrative in contemporary fiction reveals the devout -or 
even, doubting- woman is a much more frequently occurring trope. 

at the MAC Except a Man
by Jan Carson



Where evangelical Protestant women are portrayed they’re mostly 
peripheral: over-shadowed by Paisley-esque preachers, voiceless within 
church communities and without any real agency. At worst they’re 
reduced to stereotypes. They are the Mrs Doyles of the Protestant world, 
constantly keeping the men well-supplied with traybakes and tea. They’re 
left holding the baby or propping up a husband. They’re either 
loose-lipped gossips, judgmental old biddys or 
prissy virgins, too dull and demure to be distinguished from the furniture. 
They are almost always objects of mirth and when they’re not, they are 
pitiable. 

I’ve fallen into this trap myself. The evangelical Protestant women in my 
stories tend to fall into two distinct camps. Some are self-silencers like 
Kathleen in The Last Resort who, despite her own reticence, won’t defy 
her husband and come out in support of her lesbian daughter, “I’m not 
scared of Trevor. I just know my place. He’s the head of the house. It 
doesn’t matter what I think. I’ve to do what he says. The Bible says so.” 
Others, like the dead hymn-singing Nana, in my short story “Settling,” 
have been silenced by evangelical Protestant culture. In her case, she’s 
literally confined to a wardrobe. She has no opportunity to be heard.

Writing Protestant evangelical women with any degree of agency 
presents a paradox. In my Dust on the Bible monologues, several of the 
women express dissent. Their characters might be drawn from my own 
childhood experience but for the most part I’m imagining women I wish 
I’d known, not faithfully recording the reality. Within Protestant 
evangelical circles, autonomous, outspoken women were the rare, rare 
exception, rather than the norm. There were women who privately voiced 
their concerns about the male-dominated leadership they sat under. 
However, the nature of a tight patriarchal community means that any 
woman actively or publicly expressing dissent cannot remain in that 
community. I’m thinking of my own experience here. I would not have 
dared write critically about my experiences as a woman from within the 
Church. This reticence was not just related to keeping the rules or 
accessing a platform to be heard. I had, and still have, great respect for 
many of the people in this community though I disagree with much of 
their theology.  

This same paradox is explored at length in Women Talking. As soon as the 
Mennonite women actively challenge the masculine power structures, 
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they have to leave their community. In the simplest terms, it is very 
di�cult for a woman to both sit inside a patriarchal religious community 
and actively vocalise her concerns. Therefore, most of the contemporary 
accounts of evangelical Protestant women’s experience have been 
written by people like me; former members of the community or 
interested outsiders who no longer sit comfortably within the ranks. This 
continues to rile me a little. How can a community progress or a�ect 
necessary change if any dissenting voice is either silenced or expelled?
 
When I’ve attempted to give the Protestant evangelical women in my 
stories, a little more agency, I’ve struggled to move them beyond inner 
conflict. In “Dinosaur Act” Sandra doubts her faith but cannot articulate 
this doubt to the minister or the rest of her believing family, “Sandra 
didn’t say any of this. She could not even explain where this loud thought 
had come from. Instead, she bowed her head and closed her eyes, and on 
the final hallowed beat, added her own dull, ‘Amen’ to the chorus.” In The 
Last Resort, Anna dreams of crawling out from under the oppressive 
shadow of her Presbyterian mother, and simply lacks the wherewithal, 
“she’s still here, following me round the bungalow, nagging. Dragging me 
to church. Demanding we head down to the caravan every weekend. 
Nothing’s changed. Nothing’s ever going to change.” Rarely do my 
characters even manage to externally vocalise their frustrations. As a 
writer, I can’t force my characters to go against their nature and it has felt 
almost impossible to get them to act. They are all small incarnations of 
myself. Their reticence speaks to my own reticence. It’s hard to speak 
honestly about these things. It’s even harder to act on your convictions. I 
still feel guilty about challenging the doctrine I was brought up with. 
There’s a fear of hurting the people I love and a louder, more insistent, 
fear of burning all bridges with my own past. I may have left my 
childhood church a decade ago, but it is still very much present with me.
  
In my third novel, The Raptures, (set in 1993, just four years after Dust on 
the Bible), I’ve attempted to write an extended exploration of rural 
evangelical Protestant life including the role which women played. 
Towards the novel’s end Mrs Adger -mother of ten year old Hannah, the 
book’s chief protagonist- defies her husband to protect her child. She 
banishes the corrupt faith healers Mr Adger has recruited to pray over 
Hannah and calls him out on his hypocrisy. I found these scenes incredibly 
di�cult to write. Not only was I once more dismantling the theology I’d 
inherited, I was also continually questioning whether this was a realistic 
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scene. Would a woman like Mrs Adger, ingrained as she was in the 
patriarchal theology of a charismatic Protestant church, actually question 
her husband’s authority and refuse to submit to his will? Was I forcing her 
to act out of character to serve some bigger feminist purpose she herself 
would have despised? I’m still not sure. I went ahead and wrote up her 
rebellion anyway. Recently I’ve found myself wishing to do this more and 
more in my writing; revisiting scenes and experiences from the past and 
rewriting them to be more palatable. Perhaps, I’m seeking a cheap 
version of redemption. Perhaps, I’m hoping to lay down a blueprint for 
others struggling to raise their voice in dissent. Reading a story similar to 
yours, or even the story you aspire to, can be catalytic if you’ve previously 
assumed your experience an isolated one. 

I hope these five short monologues begin a conversation about both the 
diversity and volume of evangelical Protestants woman who existed and 
continue to exist in this part of the world. I return once more to Toews’ 
assertion that the unheard women, is not necessarily silent. The women 
of my childhood were not quiet. They talked a lot. They talked at length. 
They sang. They prayed. They dispensed advice: mostly asked for, 
sometimes unsolicited. They told stories. They complained and sometimes 
these complaints were translated into action by a husband or son who 
exerted actual agency. They organised everything from funeral catering 
to Christmas parties. They laughed and often barged the men, but 
always, only, up to a point. There was a patriarchal line the women would 
not cross. The men had authority. They did not. 
 
The monologues I’ve written in response to Dust on the Bible are the 
private, internal thoughts of five women associated with evangelical 
Protestantism. The monologue format has allowed me a certain amount 
of freedom to voice dissent and raise questions which the women would 
not necessarily have wished or been able to voice publicly. The 
monologue also allows me to give these women the freedom to think 
whatever they want to think, even if their beliefs and attitudes might 
seem unpalatable by contemporary standards. It is a fact, though a 
troubling one, that many evangelical Protestant women chose -and still 
choose- to remain servile and silence themselves.  

I’ve done my best to reflect some of the kindness, the wisdom and 
tenacity of the women I knew growing up. I could have written a whole 
novel on how funny and pass-remarkable these women were. Their 
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warmth and generosity made me the woman I am. It makes me sad to see 
their experiences so often dismissed. There is much to be critiqued in the
evangelical Protestant church and, having watched how our artists have 
polemicized the Catholic church in Ireland of late, I suspect the critique is 
imminent. There is much to be celebrated in these stories too. As we 
discuss the future of our country it is vital that every voice and experience is 
taken into consideration. There are so many voices, like those of the 
women I’ve sought to reflect in this project, which have yet to be 
acknowledged or heard. 
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“Glorified Sca�olding

I picked that suit myself and laid it out where he couldn’t miss it. I sent 
him back upstairs for a more Protestant-looking tie when he came down 
wearing that stripey number. It didn’t do anything for the shirt.  

Before we were married his mother dressed him. She ruined him. Now, he 
can’t do anything for himself. I mean, he’s grand when it comes to the 
practical stu�: opening jars and things like that. But it’s me who has to 
make all the decisions. Me who has to talk for him.  

He has an absolute horror of the telephone. “You get it,” he says every 
time it rings. “You’re the social one.” It’s me who orders when we’re out 
to eat and me who makes his appointments for him. He says he’s shy; he 
never knows what to say to folks. A load of rubbish. He’s just lazy. Men 
get like that if women are always doing for them.  

Look at him. Standing up there, next to the Pastor. He’s not one bit shy. 
Half the Cornmarket’s staring at him. In fairness, he does look like the odd 
man out. The other men are clapping and getting on. They’re all, 
“hallelujah and Amen.” He’s not saying anything. Gormless, is the word 
that comes to mind. Mouth hung open. All slouched over. Eyes roving 
about behind them glasses. I don’t think he’s noticed me, over here at the 
Woolworth’s side. He’ll not relax ‘til he knows I’m here. I’m just glorified 
sca�olding, so I am. I spend half my life propping him up. 

He said I’d to stand up the front where he could see me, but I couldn’t get 
the buggy manoeuvred through. The auld dolls wouldn’t let me past. 
Auld dolls love an open air. Sure, there’s nothing like hellfire and 
damnation to warm you up on a night like this. There must be two dozen 
of them -headscarved Susans and Marys in their best anoraks- clucking 
and nodding at the Pastor’s feet. Half of them look like old boys in 
dresses. A wee lick of make-up would go a long way. I shouldn’t mock. 
The Lord doesn’t care what a woman looks like. Sure, aren’t we meant to 
be demure. He probably wishes I was more like them. 

The Pastor holds his Bible up. His arm goes shooting out like a punch. He’s 
aiming for the illuminations: the rosy Santas and dancing snowmen 
pinned to every other lamppost. Santa isn’t in the Bible. Neither’s 
snowmen. It was too warm for snowmen where Jesus lived. “Where does 
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it tell me, as a man of God,” he shouts over the top of the faithful’s heads, 
“that I should be celebrating Christmas? It has turned into a pagan 
festival.”  

I glance at the buggy. There’s half a dozen carriers hanging o� the 
handles. It’s late night opening tonight. Seeing I was already up the town, 
I thought I’d make a start on the Christmas shopping. Into Marksy’s for his 
mother’s slippers. Then Mothercare, for the child. Aftershave from Boots 
the chemist. I get him the same kind every year. A new dress for me from 
C&A. It’s red and sparkly. And a wee bit low. I thought I’d get away with 
it, seeing it’s Christmas. Now, I know it’ll have to go back. It’s too red. Too 
sparkly. Far too low. I’d be the whore of Babylon in that lots’ eyes. It used 
to be he liked to see me showing o� my figure. These days, he’s too 
concerned about what they’d think. I step in front of the buggy. Now, the 

Pastor can’t see any of the pagan things I’ve bought. 

I’ll give the Pastor one thing. He certainly knows how to draw a crowd. 
Hit them hard and hit them loud. “From the womb to the tomb man is a 
sinner.” I can see the spit flying out of his mouth. It’s lit up against the 
Christmas lights. The same man has no need of amplification. He just 
opens his mouth and the word of God comes guldering out. It’s 
ricocheting o� the Masonic, making its way down Castle Lane in the 
direction of BHS. Part of me wishes my husband was more like him. 
Confident and popular. The other part’s glad he’s awkward standing up 
there. I’d never say it to his face, but I hope the whole preaching thing’s 
just a phase. I’ve no desire to be a preacher’s wife. And I don’t think he’s 
cut out for it at all. 

Though nobody forced him into it. Nobody put the arm up his back. Last 
Sunday, when the Pastor asked if anybody wanted to join him, he was the 
first to raise his voice. “Aye, I’m free Brother. It would be an honour to 
stand beside you and testify.” On the way home from the meeting I asked 
why he’d volunteered. He said the Lord had laid it on him. This was not 
how he normally spoke, so I pushed him a wee bit harder, was he licking 
up to the Pastor? Had he an eye on the eldership? He didn’t say yes. 
Neither did he deny it. I could see right through him. It was obvious. The 
mother had put him up to it. She was thinking of his da, who’d been an 
elder, and his brother-in-law as well. She’d put the notion in his head. I 
couldn’t picture him an elder at all. They’d expect him to pray and preach 
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and testify. There’s a powerful amount of talking involved. And I could 
hardly do it for him. I’m a woman. I’m not meant to speak. 

The wee lad’s finally spotted his daddy. He starts reaching out for him. His 
fingers are slarried in cheesy Wotsits. I’ve been feeding him them two at a 
time. He can’t start gurning and show me up if his mouth is bunged with 
crisps. I’m just getting the hang of this parenting malarkey. Needless to 
say, looking after the child mostly falls to me. We’re not that long 
married, me and him. It’ll only be three years next July. I wanted to wait a 
bit before weans; just have it be the two of us for a while. He wouldn’t 
hear tell of it himself. He’s a good bit older than I am. He wanted to get 
started right away. “Children are a blessing from the Lord,” he said, “the 
more, the better as far as I’m concerned.” He never asked if I felt the 
same. I remember exactly when he said this, two days into our 
honeymoon. It was the first time I heard the Pastor speaking through 
him. I’m hearing the Pastor all the time these days. 
 
Like this evening in the multi-storey when I was helping him into his 
sandwich board. “Which side do you want at the front?” I asked, “For all 
have sinned, or no man knoweth the day or the hour? Death or sin? 
What’s it to be? You’re a right wee sunbeam whatever way you stand.” 
He did not see the funny side. He snapped at me in front of the child. 
“The Lord won’t be mocked,” he said and sorted out his own sandwich 
board. I could see the Pastor glaring out of his eyes. 

It’s not easy standing under that man. They say words can’t hurt you but 
the way he hurls them, it’s a bit like being showered with bricks. I 
wouldn’t be here if I didn’t have to. I wish I was just out doing a bit of 
shopping like all these other normal folk. 

I keek through the crowd, past the old ones and the men handing out 
their Gospel tracts. There’s a bunch of girls teetering about on stilettos. 
They’re all dolled up for their Christmas do. Hair lacquered up a foot o� 
their heads. One’s in a mini. One’s in a jumpsuit. One’s wearing boots 
right up to her thighs. The one at the back’s in a red dress. It’s high and 
low and a wee bit sparkly. She’s about my age but her figure’s better. I 
couldn’t pull o� a dress like that. I watch them pause to gawp at the 
Pastor. He notices and pitches his words straight at them. “Don’t be 
bothered about worldliness. Don’t be bothered about this and that and 
the other.” They don’t look bothered. If anything, they look bemused. The 
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ponytailed one whispers to the others and they all crack up. As a woman, 
they turn their backs to the Pastor, stick out their backsides and wiggle 
them right up at his face. 

I can’t help myself. A tiny wee giggle slips out of me. I raise my gloved 
hand to catch it but I’m too late. He’s finally spotted where I’m standing. 
His eye rests heavily on me. He sees it all. The shopping bags. The filthy 
child. And me, brazen with a touch of blusher on my cheeks, openly 
laughing at the Lord. I get one of his withering looks. 

It’ll be frosty, later in the car. He won’t know how to bring it up. He’s 
never been good with confrontation. He prefers to quietly seethe. We’ll 
sit there in silence, nursing our hurt all the way down the Westlink and 
along the ring road. I’ll think about saying, “honestly, Love. Is this what 
you want? There are other Churches. We could look around. I don’t like 
the way that Pastor gets on.” I’ll think about speaking, but I won’t. I can’t. 
It might be me who does the talking for him. But there are so many 
things I can’t say. We’ve only been married a couple of years but I already 
know when to hold my tongue. 
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“Just A Closer Walk” 

I grew up in a Christian home… My husband didn’t. It wasn’t his fault. His 
mother drank and his father wasn’t on the scene. Nobody took him to 
Sunday School or opened the Bible with him. He was twenty five before 
he got saved. He’d already tried the broken cisterns. The dance hall. The 
public house. Playing cards.  

I suppose there were also women. He’s never said -and I wouldn’t ask- 
but we were up the Port with the weans last summer and this blonde 
thing in a mini-skirt waved at him from across the street. He wasn’t for 
stopping. He hurried us on. “She’s just somebody I used to know,” he said. 
“A long time ago. In a di�erent life.” I could’ve asked him then. What 
were you like before I met you? I didn’t bother. The truth is, I don’t want 
to know. I believe that forgiving means forgetting and I forgive my 
husband for who he was. As far as I’m concerned, he has no past. I’m just 
glad the Lord stepped in before he managed to ruin himself. 

Back then he was on the line at Shorts. His supervisor belonged to our 
church. We’d an evangelist over from the Mainland, doing a month-long 
Gospel campaign, and this fella invited my husband along. He’d no 
interest in Gospel meetings -he only went to lick up to his boss- but the 
Lord had other plans for him. He got saved that night. I watched it 
happening. I’d my eye on him the second he walked in the door. We 
didn’t have many good looking fellas in our church. He was first up for 
the altar call. He cried like a baby when they laid hands on him. Two years 
later, he was walking down the aisle with me. Shortly after, we started 
the singing. A lady in church gave us a word. “God wants to give you a 
ministry in song.” She’d a picture for us too: the pair of us standing on 
stage in a big concert hall -something like the Ulster Hall- with rays of 
light coming out of our mouths. We’ve been doing the circuit ever since. 
We haven’t done the Ulster Hall yet. 

I’m not complaining. The singing’s taken us all over the province. Once or 
twice we’ve even made it across the border into Monaghan and Donegal. 
We’ve played church halls, mission halls and open airs. Marquee’s in the 
summer. Sometimes a function room in a hotel. Once, Maysfield; that was 
our biggest crowd by far. Once, the Shankill Leisure Centre; we were 
opening for a big name from the States. Mostly, we end up in wee places 
like this: glorified huts in farmers’ backyards. We’ve played every hole in 
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the road from Aghadowey to Tandragee. After a while you get used to 
the fusty smell. The home made curtains and shoddy speakers. The 
faithful few, itching and twitching on their stackable chairs. It’s what we 
do. It’s our calling. It wouldn’t be right to start complaining though 
sometimes I wonder if they’ll ever be an end to it. Will I still be up here 
when I’m eighty, singing “Precious Memories” and giving the exact same 
word of testimony? I was born into a Christian home…

The weans don’t think twice about complaining. They’re older now. The 
novelty’s long since gone. When they were younger they thought it was 
fantastic altogether. All the old ladies doted on them. Every other one 
gave them a penny for sweets or a tube of fruit pastilles for the car ride 
home. They used to join us for the final number, “I’ve got a home in 
Gloryland, and out shines the sun.” The old ladies loved it. They called my 
pair, wee angels. They said they could eat them up with a spoon. You 
couldn’t pay them to sing with us now. They’ve started asking to be left 
at home. They say it’s wild boring, spending every weekend like this. Our 
Samuel says he’s sat through the exact same thing a thousand times. I 
haven’t been counting, but he might well be right. 
 
I’m thinking of bringing it up with my husband; maybe leaving the weans 
at home. He won’t want to hear it. He likes us going around together. If 
he had his way, we’d be one of them family outfits. Daddy. Mummy. Son 
and Daughter. Gathered round an acoustic guitar. All dressed up to 
co-ordinate. I have to find a nice way of telling him that it’s our calling, 
not the weans’. We can’t be forcing it onto them. Samuel turns fourteen 
this summer. Fourteen’s a dangerous age for boys. So many of the lads in 
Church start losing interest about this age. Sometimes, I worry about my 
son. He’s the living spit of his dad. I worry about which version he’ll take 
after; the way he was or the way he is now.  

My husband’s always been a singer. He used to play round the pubs on a 
Saturday night. Country and Western. Mostly covers. Hank Williams. 
Jonny Cash. Charley Pride. When he got saved, he thought he’d have to 
give it up, but God’s a very gracious god. He understands the desires of 
our hearts. He led my husband to Country Gospel and taught us how to 
harmonise. Country wasn’t really my thing. All them horses and twangly 
guitars. The cowboys. The liquor. The broken hearts. It sounded like 
somebody else’s music from another time and another place. I lived in a 
bungalow outside Glenabbey. There were no cowboys in our estate. No 
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romance or rodeos either. We had bombscares and traybakes and 
constant drizzle. Johnny Cash had nothing to say to me. Yet, half of Ulster 
was mad for Country. It was never o� the radio. And my new husband 
fairly loved these songs. He’d grown up with them. He couldn’t sing any 
other way.
  
When the Lord laid singing on our hearts, it was obvious we’d sing 
Country Gospel. My husband already knew the staples. He had the 
perfect voice for them. When he sang, you’d never know he hailed from 
the Shankill. He sounded Tennessee born and raised.  

I didn’t. I sung exactly like I spoke, with the thick Antrim accent my 
parents handed down to me. I was not cut out for Country music. But I 
knew the Lord could use my weakness if I was willing to give it back to 
him.  

And he has. I’ve been singing these songs for near twenty years and I’ve 
actually grown fond of them. Or if not fond, at least respectful. I’ve come 
to realise there’s a power in them. I’ve seen grown men convicted by the 
songs we sing. I’ve seen the weary, soothed and the faithful, encouraged. 
I’ve felt the room lift around me when the chorus kicks in. And no, 
Country still wouldn’t be my choice. Yet every time my husband steps up 
for his solo the Lord reminds me that this none of this is about me. When 
he sings, “just a closer walk with thee,” I know he means every single 
word. It doesn’t matter one wee bit that the tune goes right through me. 
I have a good man by my side. A godly man. A man who will not let me 
down. My husband’s not the man he used to be. And it’s a blessing to 
stand beside him. I’ve never felt called to sing Country Gospel. But I’m 
called to keep in time with this man.

It doesn’t come easy. It still feels like I’m putting on a voice. I’m not too 
bad on the singing but when it comes to the speaky bits, I can never 
manage to keep it up. I slip in and out of American. My own bold accent 
always wants to make itself known. I’m not yet what you’d call a natural. 
Maybe I’ll never be. I don’t feel these songs like my husband feels them. 
In my bones and in my soul. I keep thinking how much easier I’d singing 
the songs I grew up with, singing in my own natural voice.  

I worry about this constantly. Twenty years together, and I still can’t 
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follow my husband’s lead. There must be a wilful streak in me. It doesn’t 
matter how hard I practice -standing in front of our bedroom mirror, 
trying to think like Tammy Wynette, or Dolly Parton, or Patsy Cline- I 
haven’t got that Southern lilt. I can’t sing country like it should be sung. I 
can’t get past my own wee voice. 
  
My husband never brings it up, but I know he notices every mistake. He’ll 
look up from the guitar and stare at my face like he’s struggling to place 
me. Like I’m not the woman he thought I was. It hurts to see him 
disappointed. It hurts to know I’ve let him down. He’s a good man. He’s 
given up so much. I should be able to do this one thing for him. The spirit 
is willing, but the flesh is weak. I pray the same prayer every night. Lord 
Jesus, teach me how to sing in harmony with my husband. Grant me a new 
voice to lift in praise.   



“The Final Word” 

Daddy’s favourite word is no. 

No, I can’t go to the pictures for Katie Graham’s birthday, even to watch a 
wee cartoon. No, we don’t celebrate Halloween in our house. No, to 
playing cards and chewing gum. No, to belly tops and Grange Hill, 
because the girl on it is having a baby and she’s not married. She’s only 
fifteen. No, to the Kylie Minogue tape I asked Santa for. I should be so 
lucky. Daddy says Christians don’t believe in luck.  

No, no, no and would I ever quit harping on. Daddy’s given his final word. 
And the final word is always, no.  

It’s not just my daddy. Everybody here likes saying no. There are signs up 
everywhere you look. The biggest one’s outside City Hall. It’s been there 
since way before I was born. “Belfast says NO.” The NO bit’s done in bright 
red letters. You can see it all the way down Royal Avenue.  

Last Saturday when we were down the town, I said, “here Mammy, we 
should get a sign like that for our house. DADDY STILL SAYS NO.” I put on 
a voice like your man who’s always on the TV news; the shouty one, with 

the big red face. I thought it was funny. Mammy didn’t. She usually 
laughs when I try to make grown-up jokes. Especially if Daddy’s not 
around. But Mammy wasn’t pleased at all. “Don’t be repeating that,” she 
snapped. “You don’t know who might be listening.” She was in wild form 
the rest of the day. I’d no hope of getting her to buy me magic step 
shoes, the ones with the wee key hidden in the heel. “No way,” she said, 
“you’re getting sensible shoes for school.” Turns out, Daddy’s not the only 
one who loves saying no. I ended up with brown, lace-up things like what 
my granda wears to church. 

Today’s no di�erent from any other day. We’ve only just arrived at the 
beach and they’re already telling me what I can’t do. 

No, I’m not allowed on the swings. An outside baptism’s still a service. The 
usual church rules apply. And no messing about with the other wee ones. 
No giving burleys or playing chaseys. No passing sweeties around. No 
fidgeting when the Pastor’s speaking, even if he goes on for ages and 
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he’s only talking to the grown-ups. It’s hard enough keeping still in 
church. It’s torture out here in the sun. Especially when the beach is 
crawling with people. They’re having picnics and going in the sea. They’re 
getting on like Sunday’s just another day. I keep forgetting why we came 
here; that we’re not meant to be having fun.

Mammy says it is fun to praise the Lord. Once you’ve asked him into your 
heart, forever after and eternity you’re full of the joy of the Lord. I have 
asked Jesus into my heart -I went down on my knees and all- but I’m not 
sure if he’s moved in yet. I don’t feel one bit full of joy.  

I watch my mammy passing out the Mission Praise books. I watch her sing 
and listen to the sermon. I even watch her through my fingers while she’s 
praying, though I’m supposed to keep my eyes shut. I watch the other 
ones from church. Uncle Bobby and Uncle Nigel, strumming away on their 
brown guitars. The old ladies have taken their cardigans o�. Their 
shoulders are whitish pink like frozen chicken. I’ve never seen their bare 
arms before. The Pastor’s standing out in the sea, up to his waist in the 
freezing water. I wonder if he’s brought a change of trousers or if he’ll 
drive his car home dripping wet. I watch the two fellas getting baptised. 
They duck down under the water and come up gasping, their white shirts 
plastered to their bellies. One of them’s forgotten his vest. I can see his 
hairy chest through his shirt. I’m pure mortified for him.  

I watch all the people from my church. I look at their faces one at a time. 
Every single one of them’s grinning. Even Daddy’s smiling for a change. 
His smile’s so big I can see his teeth. You’d think the Pastor just told a 
joke. He didn’t. He’s not the sort of man who ever tells jokes. It’s no 
laughing matter; people are actually going to Hell. He said that once at 
the Sunday School Social, after the infant class recited a funny poem. Miss 
Kitson, who teaches the infants, ran out crying. Nobody went after her.  

It must be the sun that’s made everybody so happy or getting a wee run 
to the seaside. They’re not usually like this in church on Sunday when 
nobody’s watching them. I want to be happy and smile with my teeth. I 
want to be full of the joy of the Lord. But I also want to go for a swim and 
get an ice cream from the ice cream van. If I’m being honest -and I’m 
always honest because lying is definitely an actual sin- right now, I’d 
rather have a 99 than be full up with the joy of the Lord. It’s an awful pity 
you can’t have both at once on a Sunday. If both was an option, I’d go for 
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that. 
I dander down unto the sand. Daddy gives me one of his “I’m watching 
you” looks. I nod towards where the Pastor’s doing the baptisms, so it 
looks like I’m going in for a better view. I’m not. I’m just trying to get 
closer to the sea. I love the sea. It reminds me of being on holidays. I heel 
o� my sandals, carefully so Daddy won’t see. I let my toes wiggle around 
in the sand. Two wee lads in swimming trunks wander over. They park 
themselves next to me. “Why’s that man out there with his clothes on?” 
one asks. “What’s he shouting about?” I shrug my shoulders to show I 
don’t know. I smile at them. I wonder if it looks like I’m with these boys. I 
could be their big sister. Or a cousin. People might think I’m not part of 
the Church contingent. I’m just an ordinary wee girl who’s come to the 
beach with her family. I hold this thought inside my head. I don’t mind it 
being there. It’s quite a nice thing to think about.  

When the singing starts again, I look out to sea so Daddy won’t notice I’m 
not singing along. “I’m not ashamed to own my Lord of to defend his 
cause.” Our Sunday School teacher taught us this one and what the words 
mean. If you’re a Christian, you have to sing them out loud and clear. You 
have to let folks know you’re not ashamed. Otherwise, you’re hurting 
God. Like in the Bible when Peter got asked if he was a disciple. And he 
was all, “naw, I don’t know anybody called Jesus,” and Jesus heard and 
was really cross. On a normal day, I’d feel guilty not singing. I’d make up 
an excuse in my head, so God knew I wasn’t hurting him on purpose. 
Something like, my throat’s a bit sore, or nobody gave me a Mission Praise 
and I don’t know all the words by heart. Today, I don’t feel as guilty as 
usual. I am too full up with being angry. There isn’t room for anything 
else. 
 
I’m angry because everybody else is having fun. 
And I want to have fun, but I’m not allowed. 
And it’s always like this. All the time. With absolutely everything.  
I’ve been thinking this same thought for ages, but today’s the first time 
I’ve pulled it out and looked at it straight without looking away. 
I’m angrier than ever before. 

When I heard we were coming to the beach I was going to ask if I could 
have a paddle, after, when the baptising was done. I wanted to ask but I 
never bothered. I knew exactly what Daddy would say. “No, of course you 
can’t go paddling on a Sunday.” Paddling’s far too close to swimming and 
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swimming is a proper sport. Like cricket or football. And you definitely 
can’t kick football on Sunday. The very idea is ludicrous.  

I never bothered asking Daddy. But I put my swimsuit on anyway. Under 
my skirt and my good church blouse, the one with the label that itches 
my neck. It’s last year’s swimsuit. It’s a bit too tight. I can feel it climbing 
up my bum. Usually that would drive me mad. I don’t mind today. Every 
time it pinches, I remember it’s there. Underneath my Sunday clothes, I’m 
just the same as the rest of the children raking up and down the beach. 
And maybe today’s the day I won’t listen to Daddy. When he says “no, 
you’re not to be going near the water,” I’ll just plough on in anyway. 

Or maybe I’ll wait ‘til I’m that bit older and I want something bigger than 
the sea. 

One of these days, I’ll grow a tongue. When he says no, I’ll say yes, yes, 
yes. And I’ll put the foot down. And I’ll not be turned. I’ll never wear 
stupid Sunday clothes again. Like Daddy says, I’m a bold wee lassie. I’m 
the opposite of him.  

My daddy’s favourite word is no. 
I’m not sure yet -I’m still deciding- but I think my best word is going to be 
yes. 
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“Bait and Switch” 

Kyle won’t notice me in this get up. If he does, he’ll not give me a second 
thought. I look like I’m coming from PE class. I look like a wee girl; a nice 
Christian one. Maybe that’s what boys like him want. Somebody to pray 
with and take to Church. A nice Christian girl from a nice Christian home. 
One who’s grand just holding hands and kissing a bit. Nothing more until 
we’re married. That’s a given. Christian fellas don’t go for girls who cross 
the line.  

Aye right. Kyle might be good-living, but he’s still a man and every one of 
them’s wired the same. My sister heard from her friend, who works with 
this girl, who’s seeing a fella, whose dad’s a pastor down the Sandy Row 
that Christian boys are the worst of the lot. Do you see them Mission 
Teams they go on, and all those Youth weekends and camps? They’re like 
cattle markets, my sister says. They might get on like they’re there for 
Jesus, but really, they’re all on the pull. And it’s not just the fellas. Them 
girls aren’t as holy as they look. It’s not surprising, my sister says. If 
somebody’s always telling you you can’t have something, well it only 
makes you want it more. I’m the same myself with Jammy Dodgers since I 
started doing Weight Watchers again.  

We always take my sister with a pinch of salt. I could believe her about 
the lads; a fella’s a fella, like I said. But them girls Sandra runs about with 
look like butter wouldn’t melt. Sandra’s the only Christian I know. She’s 
on the course with me at Tech. NVQ in Childcare, Early Years. She’s a dote, 
so she is, but wild innocent. I’m forever having to explain things to her: 
sex stu� and the gra�ti on the ladies’ bogs. I know I’m her token worldly 
friend. Her Youth Group’s probably praying for me. They all looked made 
up when I made an appearance last week. Poor Sandra doesn’t know one 
end of a fella from the other. I don’t think she’s even interested. She’s into 
minding babies, baking buns and sharing the Gospel whenever she can. 
At least, that’s all she ever talks about.  

It’s Sandra’s fault I’m wearing this rare-looking thing. She took one look 
at me and said, “you can’t do evangelism in that. It’s not decent.” 
Obviously, I was pissed. I’d spent all last night planning my outfit. In the 
end I’d borrowed this belly top o� my sister: a pink lycra one with a big 
black zip. She’s fine with me having it through the day, so long as I don’t 
sweat too much and bring it back before she heads out. She’s for Kelly’s, 
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up in Portrush, tonight. Somebody she knows has hired a bus. My sister’s 
an eight and I’m a twelve so I’m fairly poured into her top. I can only 
breathe properly standing up. I don’t care. My boobs look enormous in it. 
Here’s the thing. I know I can’t compete with the American girls. Every 
one of them’s a natural blonde. And they’re all pretty too and have great 
skin. I’m not what you’d call traditionally pretty. But I’ve got a cracking set 
of boobs. I was counting on Kyle noticing them. Hence my sister’s belly 
top. And three hours in the shower last night, slathering myself in fake 
tan. 

Sandra’s more clued in than she looks. She’s anticipated something like 
this and come prepared with a polo shirt. God almighty, it’s enormous. I 
suspect it might be one of her dad’s. It isn’t even a label brand. I could’ve 
worked with Fred Perry or Lacoste -tucked it in tight or knotted it up- a 
polo’s not without sex appeal. But this is just bog standard Dunnes; faded 
from washing and loose ‘round the neck.  I look like a sack of potatoes in 
it. You’d be hard-pressed to see I have boobs at all. I put it on anyway. I 
can’t risk winding Sandra up. I’m only here because she asked me. It’s a 
mutually beneficial arrangement. Sandra’s angling for a conversion. She’ll 
get double points for a proper heathen; a hussy from a broken home. I’m 
only here for the American fellas. I’ve got my eye on Kyle. 

The Americans come every summer. There’s never a Tracey or Nigel 
among them. It’s always Coreys and Dylans, Kristys and Dawns. They’re 
like TV people with their bright-coloured clothes and big, white teeth. 
Their voices are always the loudest ones in the room. Every summer we 
get a di�erent selection. I can never tell one lot from the last. All white 
Americans look the same. They run holiday Bible clubs on our estate. 
They’re only for wee ones through the day, but in the evenings there’s 
stu� put on for teenagers: table quizzes and movie nights, a bus run out 
to Dundonald Ice bowl, a barbecue in Helen’s Bay. At the weekend the 
Americans take their guitars down into the city. They sing Jesus songs in 
the Cornmarket and do -what they call- drama skits. There’s always some 
folk who don’t get saved so the Americans have to come back the next 
year.  

Me and my sister never joined in. Even when we were wee enough to go 
through the day. We watched from a distance and took the piss. I never 
told my sister, but part of me wondered what we were missing. We 
weren’t churchy people. Mum had had a run in with the Pentecostals and 
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she didn’t want us getting lured in. We weren’t even allowed to go to 
Brownies because they met in the Methodist halls. “Christians are sly,” 
Mum used to say. “It’ll be duck, duck, goose and diluting juice for the first 
few weeks, then they’ll start brainwashing you. Bait and switch is all they 
know.” Mum wouldn’t hear tell of Brownies. The same went for GB, 
Sunday School and the Good News Club. 

Last summer when the Americans came it was di�erent from the other 
years. I was di�erent. I was fifteen then and had just started seeing boys. 
It didn’t take long to notice that the mission team fellas were a di�erent 
breed from the pasty-faced hallions I normally had to put up with. They 
were an entirely di�erent breed. I missed the boat last summer. I spent a 
whole week leaning against the community centre, trying to get this one 
lad’s attention. He had a global hyper-colour shirt, hair like Patrick 
Swayze and absolutely no interest in me. This year, I was ready. When 
Sandra asked if I’d like to come to “Splash and Share” -a water fight and 
testimony night- I didn’t hesitate. The minute I clapped eyes on Kyle, I 
knew I’d made the right decision. I could fake an interest in the holy stu� 
if it meant two weeks of him. 

I went back the next night for board games. Then, an obstacle course on 
the football pitch. Yesterday evening we went up Black Mountain for a 
dander. I managed to shake o� sensible Sandra. I walked next to Kyle and 
his mate. They were discussing Christian stu�: bands I’d never heard tell 
of, places they’d been on mission trips. It was a bit boring, but in my head 
I pretended Kyle was my boyfriend because I was walking next to him. 
Sandra told me he was single. She’d heard this from Kendra, who’d got it 
o� Trey, who was Kyle’s best friend. Sandra asked me why I wanted to 
know but I never let on I fancied him. I was doing a great job of fooling 
them all.  

The ones on the team thought I was just about to get saved. I heard Linzi 
tell Stacey in the bogs that I was that close to making a commitment it 
might actually before the weekend. So, I wasn’t one bit surprised when 
Kyle asked me if I ever thought about God?  

“Yeah, loads,” I said, “like constantly,” because I knew this was what he 
wanted to hear. 

“Awesome,” he said and smiled at me. When he smiled, he looked exactly 
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like the main fella out of New Kids. I could see every one of his teeth.  
“Are you coming to the Cornmarket tomorrow?” he asked. 
“I’ll be there,” I said. “It’s a date.” 

I knew it wasn’t a date. It was really just church outside. But I thought it 
might lead to something else.  

It hasn’t. It won’t. I can see that now. Kyle’s up the front with his acoustic 
guitar. I’m shoved in the back with the rest of the girls. He’s all lit up 
because he’s singing about Jesus and God. I’d sing along but I don’t know 
the words. “Jesus is coming soon,” that’s the chorus. I can’t make out the 
rest of it. I watch the way Kyle’s looking at the Cornmarket punks. They’ve 
lined up opposite to spit and sneer. He sings Jesus is coming over and 
over. Loud and louder. Like he’s trying to batter the poor punks down. I 
know what he’s thinking: it’s double points for proper heathens and this 
lot are smoking and covered in tats. He’s probably praying for them while 
he’s singing. He probably means every single word. He’s looking at them, 
like the ones on the team all look at me; as if they’re always on the verge 
of tears. God’s given him a heart for the Cornmarket punks. 
 
I know now that it doesn’t matter what I wear. My sister’s top. Sandra’s 
polo. I could go buck naked and Kyle still wouldn’t see me as I am. He’ll 
never see past what he wants me to be.  
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“An Early Exit”

I catch Jean’s eye across the aisle. She taps her wristwatch as if to say, 
have I noticed it’s going on for eight? Of course, I’ve noticed. I’ve been 
twitchy since twenty past seven. I’m sucking Polos to calm myself down. 
The Pastor knows rightly he’s to keep it short. Less of a sermon, more a 
wee talk. But that Pastor’s a law on to himself. He’s been at it for forty 
minutes now. He keeps pausing as if he’s coming into land, then starting 
up all over again. If it gets too late, folks won’t stay. Especially the ones 
with children. You can’t really fault them. Sunday’s a school night. But it’s 
the family’s we’re after. We need more young ones about the place. We 
haven’t had a baptism since the Morrison’s youngest and he’s already up 
and toddling about. I can’t remember the last church wedding -I 
remember weddings, because of the flowers- but there’s two or three 
funerals now most weeks. 

I give Jean a watery smile. She’s in the same position as me, perched on 
the edge of her seat at the end of the row. She’s ready to duck out the 
second the Pastor closes in prayer. We’re used to making a stealthy exit. 
It’s why I never wear heels on a Sunday night. The tea’s not going to 
make itself. That privilege falls to the three of us. O�cially, we’re the 
Catering Committee: all married ladies, of a certain age. It’s our job to 
calculate how many traybakes each function requires and recruit fellow 
bakers to meet the demand. It’s not quite the feeding of the five 
thousand, but you’d be surprised how many caramel squares a man can 
put away. We like to get on as if we’re hard done by. Always the first to 
arrive and the last to leave. Always up to our oxters in dishes. Sneaking 
out early to fire up the boiler and plate endless loaves of sandwiches. 
Rarely do we get any thanks for what we do. Sometimes a round of 
applause at the end of the evening. Every so often a gift token for the 
Faith Mission. It’s a thankless kind of job, doing the tea. 

But I have to be honest, and I think Jean and Margaret feel the same, for 
all the moaning, I wouldn’t have it any other way. It’s powerful craic in 
the kitchen. The three of us have such a laugh. It’s not just the Pastor who 
could talk for Ulster, the three of us are never done talking. Bill says I only 
do the catering so I’ve an excuse to sneak out and gossip with the other 
two. He’s only winding, but I sometimes wonder if it isn’t true. When I 
think about Church it’s not this bit I’m thinking of: squirming about on a 
sti�-backed chair, while your man, up there, thunders at us. It’s Jean and 
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Margaret in the kitchen, cutting cake and decanting sandwiches out of 
biscuit tins, sharing pictures of our grandbabies, talking about our 
holidays, laughing at the antics of our husbands and sometimes having a 
wee cry too. Over the years there’s been a fair few hard times. My Bill’s 
cancer. Jean’s redundancy. Margaret’s daughter getting divorced, then 
losing her daddy, the very same month. Aye, we’ve done a fair amount of 
crying in that poky wee kitchen and prayed together as we cut and 
buttered and arranged the china. It’s cold as death, and it smells like 
mould and milk gone o�. And it is not a place for men. But the minor hall 
kitchen is church to me. 

Seeing it’s the first of these family services we’ve made a special e�ort 
tonight: cocktail sausages, chicken nuggets and wee bits of pizza cut into 
squares. Chocolate fingers and party rings. The kind of food that 
youngsters like. We’ve put a lot of thought into it. Margaret bought party 
napkins from the fifty P shop. Jean got fancy diluting juice. And I’ve a big 
bowl of Tayto crisps sitting out in the minor hall. I threw a tea towel over 
them, but they’ll still be soft if the Pastor doesn’t finish up soon. 
Margaret’s sitting two down from me. She leans discretely over Bill. 
“Should we slip out anyway?” she whispers. I glance up at the Pastor. He’s 
taken the sports jacket o�. Now, he’s rolling his shirt sleeves up. I’d say 
he’s another ten minutes or more in him.  

The two wee lads in the row in front have conked out on their mummy’s 
knee. It’s probably for the best. The Pastor’s started into the end of the 
world, “I tell you the Sunday picnic is over. We are at war in the last days 
now.” He’s listing all the signs of the times: wee ones being sexually 
assaulted, a pup crippled and left to drown, a pony mutilated with a 
nail-studded club. I hope the children have lost interest. They’ll have 
nightmares if they’re listening to this. He was told to keep it 
family-friendly. Stick to the Bible stories children know: Noah’s ark, David 
and Goliath, Daniel in the Lion’s Den. But he’s not the sort of man who 
takes instruction. He’s far too fond of the sound of his own voice. He uses 
it like a battering ram. All judgment, no mercy. Sure, what’s the appeal in 
that?  

I take my frustration out on my Polo. I crunch it up between my teeth. 
Maybe I’ll say something later, after the service, when I’m pouring his tea. 
“With all due respect, Pastor, could you tone it down a bit for the weans?” 
I know he wouldn’t take it on board. I make the tea and serve the buns. I 



at the MAC Except a Man
by Jan Carson

at the MAC Except a Man
by Jan Carson

keep the seat warm next to my husband. I don’t have a say in things 
round here. I’d have to get Bill to bring it up at committee and I can’t see 
him rocking the boat. It’s progress enough to have family services. 
Change comes slowly in our church. 

The family services were Bill’s idea. It was really me and Jean and 
Margaret, but we had to get our husbands on board. Women are allowed 
to teach the weans in Sunday School or minister to the heathens in 
foreign countries, but they can’t say diddly squat to the men. Thankfully 
Bill was easily talked around. At home, he always sides with me. Other 
churches had started doing family. The Baptist, the Presbys, the Elim next 
door, though I can’t imagine how their services could be any more 
relaxed. They were already a free for all. Jean and Margaret and me had a 
personal interest in seeing things change. Our own children never 
darkened the door. They had wee ones of their own. There was nothing 
for them in a church like ours.  

Well, we couldn’t touch Sunday mornings. The old guard were adamant 
about that. The morning service was set in stone. There’d been no 
deviation since I was a child. But after umpteen committee meetings, we 
got some movement on the evening service. It was agreed -though not 
by all- that a more casual set up would be fine so long as no drums or 
drama was involved. And we could have supper afterwards; a chance for 
folks to fellowship together. (Bill was savvy enough to use this term, for 
the Pastor would not be swayed by any suggestion of people lingering to 
have fun). We’d abandon the usual psalms and hymns and sing modern 
choruses o� the OHP. There’d be no fifty minute sermon or formal dress 
code.  

I can see folks have taken note of this. Most of the men are in 
open-necked shirts. Most of the women have abandoned their hats. 
There’s even some youngsters wearing jeans. It’s so important that 
children feel comfortable in church. Me and Jean and Margaret rang 
round all the mummy’s assuring them that nobody’d bat an eyelid if their 
weans fidgeted or made a bit of noise. I done colouring-in sheets in case 
they got bored. It wasn’t a very sophisticated set up but we were hoping 
the younger families would give it a try. And they have. There’s a few new 
faces. And some wee families who don’t usually come at night. But will 
they come back next week? I wouldn’t think so. The Pastor’s doing his 
best to put them o�. 
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I shoot a glance over at Jean. She catches my eye and cocks her head 
towards the door. I nod. I’ve had enough of this carry-on. It’s five past 
eight and he’s still going strong. If I don’t get the oven on now, it’ll be 
nine before the nuggets are ready. I can’t a�ord to wait ‘til he’s spent. I 
rise and edge my way out into the aisle. Margaret follows, clambering 
awkwardly over Bill’s knees. We tip toe up the aisle together. Jean waits 
for us by the door, so we only have to open it once. We’re consummate 
professionals. This is not our first early exit.  

As I slip through the door, I turn to look back into the church and find the 
Pastor is staring at me. He’s a face like thunder on him. It’s hard to tell if 
it’s aimed at me. He often has this face on him. I shoot him my best 
condescending smile and as a means of explanation, place one hand on 
my hip and raise my arm like it’s a spout. I gently tip myself out. He looks 
like he’s about to explode, but what exactly can he say. I’m not making a 
scene or defying him. I haven’t even opened my mouth. I’m only doing 
what’s expected of me. I’m away to put the kettle on. 


