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The twenty stories are about some of today's touchiest subjects. Donoghue delves into private dilemmas

and contemporary controversies of all kinds, from religion to money, social lies to family secrets, sexual

confusion to facial hair. Two recurring themes are animals and all they mean to us, and babies (whether

and how to have them). Several stories replay Biblical plots in surprising modern contexts. Set in Ireland,

England, Canada, the USA, France and Italy, these stories feature a wide variety of men, women and

teenagers bluffing and blundering their way through their lives.Set in rural Louisiana, 'Enchantment' is a

Cain and Abel story about two crayfishermen (one black, one white) who become rivals when one of them

has a near-death experience and - on the Lord's instructions - sets up as a swamp guide. It explores the

silences in male friendship, the absurdities of tourism, and the discomforts of religion. 'The Dormition of

the Virgin', the diary of a nerdish English student on a mini-break pilgrimage to Florence, is about the

gulfs between different nationalities and generations. Absorbed in great art and his own self-important

insecurities, the boy is oblivious to a drama going on in his hotel.In 'Necessary Noise', the Gospel story of

squabbling sisters Martha and Mary and their temporarily dead brother Lazarus is transposed to an

Emergency department in present-day Manhattan. It probes the complex relations between three teenage

siblings whose mother has run away.'Baggage' recounts a Limerick woman's strange weekend in Los

Angeles, trying to track down her missing gay brother. It tests the ties of identity and affection, and looks

at the dark secrets of a traditional family.'Lavender's Blue' is a marital power struggle about the

apparently trivial issue of what colour an African-American couple will paint their house. In 'The Cost of

Things', a Canadian lesbian couple hit the rocks when their beloved cat becomes mysteriously - and

expensively - ill. This story explores the roles lovers and pets play, and the crucial importance of that

thing that isn't supposed to matter: money.'Pluck' follows an Irish stay-at-home father's descent into a

morbid obsession with a hair on his girlfriend's chin. It is about the frustrations of parenting and

partnership, and the changing face of gender.'Good Deed' sets the parable of the Good Samaritan in

downtown Toronto, where a busy executive happens across an unconscious homeless man bleeding

from the mouth. This story is about the ethical embarrassment of a middleclass man brought face to face
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with poverty and squalour.'The Sanctuary of Hands' is the name of a prehistoric cave in the South of

France where an Irishwoman on a guided tour is mortified by having to hold the hand of one of a group of

'special needs' visitors. The story probes the covert revulsion of the able-bodied for the disabled, and

asks questions about human identity and human contact.'WritOr' (sic) is about a cheerfully arrogant

Writer in Residence at an American university whose first semester turns into a descent through Dante's

hells. Tutoring a variety of talentless, needy, would-be novelists and poets, he finds himself losing faith in

people and in writing itself.'Team Men' is set on a Yorkshire boys' soccer team, where new star player

Davy is many things to Jon: an easygoing mate, a rival for the approval of Jon's authoritarian father (their

coach), and an object of desire. Based on the Old Testament tragedy of David, Jonathan and Saul, this

story explores the mute thrills and terrors of a highly macho environment.'Speaking in Tongues' is about

the unexpected, nervous, mutual seduction of a 17-year-old student and a 34-year-old poet at a Galway

conference on bilingualism. It looks at the psychology and ethics of lust across a generation gap.'The
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