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When the parson starts his sermon I look sideways. At least my father’s not nodding off. 
He’s got a fairly stern expression on his face and I wonder if  his illness is bothering him. 
Strangely enough someone recently told me I look stern.
‘Why do you always look so angry?’ they asked. ‘Can you even smile?’
I listen to the parson with one ear while staring at the stained-glass windows. The 
sermon is about the Pope, who’s visiting the Netherlands. The parson is critical of  
Catholicism. As he goes on and on about mere show, I drift off, thinking about the girl 
in my class at school again. I’m staring at the long floorboards that run under the pews 
when a loud voice makes me jump. 
‘That’s hypocritical, Reverend!’
I jerk my head to the right. My father is leaning on the wall as if  bracing himself. Again 
I hear his voice echoing loudly through the church. I look at my mother, who is staring 
at my father in astonishment. Never before has someone stood up to the parson during 
a sermon.
‘What’s that you say, brother?’ the parson asks hesitantly.
My mind races as I try to work out what’s going on. According to the parson, 
Catholicism is all about external appearances. My father seems to have been getting 
more and more wound up about it.
‘You say Catholicism is mere show,’ he calls in the hollow space.
‘Yes,’ the parson says, ‘I did say that.’
‘I’ll tell you this,’ my father shouts, ‘here in this village, in this church, there’s more mere 
show.’
The parson takes a sip of  water. A man has stood up in the elders’ pew. He looks at my 
father menacingly. The parson wants the elder to sit down again and takes another sip 
of  water. Then he suggests they discuss the question after the service, but my father 
refuses to sit back down.
‘There’s nothing to discuss, Reverend,’ he shouts. ‘Everyone’s allowed to know how fake 
it is here.’
The elder waves his arm.
‘Perhaps it would be better,’ he calls, ‘if  this brother left the service.’
He points at my father who now comes free of  the wall. I bow lower and listen to the 
discussion rage over my head. Next to me my mother starts to sob. She reaches across 
me and tries to draw my father away but he stands firm in his corner. Sobbing, she sidles 
out of  the pew and runs out of  the church. I bow my head even lower. I look at the 
boards and hear my father losing control. 
‘This church should be a place of  truth,’ he bellows, ‘but it’s a place... it’s a place of...’
I close my eyes. At home he tells beautiful stories about dirt roads and old farms, but in 



public he can’t control himself  and his emotions. When he needs to convince people, 
his sentences get confused and he turns everyone against him, even those who might 
agree with him.
When more people start getting involved, the parson announces a song. The organ 
strikes up and from one moment to the next the voices in the church fall silent. The 
hymn resounds under the high ceiling and halfway through even my mother shuffles 
back to her spot. The service continues more or less normally to the end but the whole 
time I keep staring at the floor. It’s not until I’m outside that I look up again. My father 
is walking a little way ahead of  me, ostensibly calm, as if  he was completely within his 
rights to speak up like that.

When I get to our hedge, I want to keep walking. Still I turn into the yard and in the 
backroom I hear the discussion flaring up again in all its intensity. I notice that my father 
is still convinced he was in the right. From his chair next to the stove he stabs a finger in 
the direction of  my mother. Although she might very well agree with what he said, she’s 
still trying to clarify the minister’s motives.
‘Whose side are you on?’ my father exclaims, after she’s made yet another attempt to 
explain the minister’s point of  view. Sitting in the big chair by the window I curl up in 
misery. My mother’s methods are completely counterproductive. My father keeps going 
round and round in his eternal circles. My youngest sister gets involved too, but that 
only makes him angrier.
‘You’re letting those glib talkers put one over on you,’ he says, waving an ominous finger. 
‘They play on your emotions. You fall for their fairy tales with your eyes wide open, 
without realising how dangerous they are.’
I shoot forward. ‘Why exactly are those people dangerous?’ I ask.
He casts a sharp look in my direction. Immediately I dive back into my chair so as not to 
make him extra angry. I see my father thinking. He snatches his pouch of  tobacco from 
the mantelpiece and starts to roll a cigarette.
‘Yes, son,’ he snaps, without looking at me, ‘have it your own way then.’
He licks the paper without answering my question.
‘Have it your own way,’ he says, picking up the lighter.
I take my Sunday cake from the table and start eating, but it’s completely tasteless. Then 
I hear a sound from the front room. Our bedroom door opens and my brother appears. 
Apparently the racket’s woken him up. As calm as he is, he regularly offers resistance 
when my father’s in one of  his moods. He comes into the backroom and asks what’s 
going on. To my surprise he’s managed to neutralise the whole discussion within a 
couple of  minutes. 
‘Oh yeah,’ he says, accepting a second cup of  coffee from our mother. ‘I’m thinking of  
moving out.’


